
Understanding Our Political Heritage
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by Ted Sanders*

As a native Texan, I was pleased (but not surprised) to learn
that the Texas Legislature has passed a resolution encouraging all
young people to study the nation's most important political docu-
ments. A recent national survey revealed that almost one-fourth of
participating high school students thought the phrase, "From each
according to his ability, to each according to his need," came from
the United States Constitution. It was written, of course, by Karl
Marx. Such widespread confusion is more than an embarrassment.
It is a warning signal. We may be in danger of forgetting who we
are, and from where we came.

No work can tell us more about our nation's origins than The
Federalist. This collection of newspaper essays, perhaps more than
any other document, reveals what it was like to "think into existence"
a new political order - built on the foundations of English history
and common law, yet necessarily different from the constitutional
monarchy of Great Britain. All of the basic issues are discussed in
this discourse: the question of who should govern, the relationship
of the individual to society, the difficulty of devising new institutions
that accommodate time-honored traditions, and the ultimate Ameri-
can challenge: how to create "one out of many."
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The authors of The Federalist are among the most formidable
political thinkers in our history: Alexander Hamilton, John Jay, and
James Madison, all three destined to play a leading role in the
government they were defining - one as Secretary of the Treasury,
one as Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, and one as President of
the United States. Writing under the pseudonym of "Publius," they
took up the objections of the Anti-Federalists one at a time, arguing
in favor of limited government and a separation of powers, yet
affirming the need for a central government with the authority to
enforce laws and defend its citizens. In the end, their view prevailed:
The people of New York and the other states ratified the Constitu-
tion, and the United States of America achieved nationhood.

It is a fascinating story of ideas translated into action, and The
Federalist gives us the best contemporary picture of how these
founding fathers envisioned the practical operation of the new gov-
ernment. For this reason, the work is still a touchstone for those
who consider "original intent" in interpreting the Constitution.

While students can understand and appreciate much of The
Federalist without the help of experts, we can all benefit from reading
the commentary of recognized authorities. For one thing, it is useful
to know the historical and philosophical context in which the original
discourse was written. Then, too, it is instructive to consider the
varying opinions of those who have spent years reading the work
and exploring its subtle and sometimes obscure meaning. So this
collection of essays, written by some of our best contemporary
scholars, should provide students with an interesting and informative
introduction to The Federalist and the world in which it was con-
ceived.

I congratulate both the Texas Legislature and the Texas Tech
Law Review for helping to educate our young people about their
political heritage. With more projects like this, we can be sure the
next generation of students will know the difference between the
ideas of Karl Marx and those of our own founding fathers.
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