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Editor's Introduction

What should we call the events occurring in the American colonies
between 1776 and 1783? The American Revolution? The War for In-
dependence? The American Counter-Revolution? The English saw the
period as a true revolution, and so did the colonial loyalists. The Patriot
Party saw it as a war for colonial independence and a return to traditional
English liberties. The revolutionary nature of the period has been debated
by scholars ever since they began to look into the historical details. The
contrast between the French Revolution and the American Revolution
has fascinated conservative scholars for almost two centuries. The Ameri-
can experience lacked the ideology, the elements of terror, the political
centralization, the break with political traditions, the reshaping of law,
the conscript armies, and the mass executions of the French Revolution.
Edmund Burke, the politician-scholar who served in the English Parlia-
ment in the latter part of the eighteenth century, recognized the differences
between the two revolutions. He acknowledged the legitimacy of the
criticisms made by the colonists, even when such support was politically
unpopular, but he was savage in his critique of the French Revolution.
Conservative commentators have followed Burke’s lead and have de-
scribed our experience as a conservative counter-revolution.

The tasks of the historian are complex, never-ending, and ultimately
religious in nature. He must discover documents, place them in their
historical context (including dating them), assess their authenticity from
internal and external evidence, assess their importance at the time they
were in circulation, classify them, compare them with other documents,
compare the evaluation of other historians with his own and with each
other, and combine his narrative into a coherent, readable format that
should satisfy the tests of clarity, accuracy, and balance. This process
involves artistry. The writing of history cannot be assigned to a com-
puter. “Weighing the evidence” is a distinctly non-computational opera-
tion. The historian must constantly shift from one task to the other:
checking his hypothesis with the available documents; keeping track of the
latest findings of his peers, as well as the findings of past historians; and
rethinking his earlier interpretations of the historical setting and the mean-
ing of the document in question. The facts of history are not autonomous.
They do not “speak for themselves.” They are the product of a set of
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conditions. But which set? What weight should be given to any par-
ticular document? How does an investigator discover whether he has
assigned the proper weight to a document? Must he overemphasize a
neglected or rejected interpretation in order to correct a prevailing mis-
interpretation of the period by other historians?

What criteria can be used to sort out the historical facts and analyze
them? What classifications can be suggested that would enable us to
categorize the period? The contributors to this issue of The Journal of
Christian Reconstruction have offered several helpful approaches to the
solution of this historical problem. We can ask any of the following
questions:

Who were the colonial leaders?

Where did they get their ideas?

What was their basic motivation?

What motivated their followers?

How should we interpret their language?

How did they view the king?

How did they view Parliament?

How did they view the colonial legislatures?

How did they view law?

Which thinkers influenced the leaders?

What religious principles did the leaders espouse?

What religious principles did the public espouse?

How did the colonists view the church-state relationship?
How influential was Deism in the colonies?

Did the European Enlightenment influence the colonists?
Was the American Revolution really a revolution?

Archie Jones presents the case for the War for Independence as a
distinctly Christian enterprise. The fact that the colonial leaders quoted
John Locke—himself an Arminian Christian, not a Deist—or used the
seemingly secular language of “Nature” and “Nature’s God,” does not
prove that the war was basically secular. The events that we sometimes
term a revolution do not compare with those of the French Revolution of
1789-95. In contrast to the French Revolution, the American experience
was limited in its scope and its political goals, and hostile to political
centralization. Culturally and religiously, the colonies were overwhelm-
ingly Protestant. It was a homogeneous society. The historic and re-
ligious origins of the war were distinctively Calvinistic—covenantal, anti-
statist, nonutopian, distrustful of human nature, and law oriented. Locke
was cited by the leaders, but he was cited selectively. Far more important
than Locke was the Great Awakening, the religious revivals that swept
over the colonies for two decades after 1740. The Great Awakening
created a sense of national unity. This, in turn, helped to foster resent-
ment against the expanding power of the British Parliament. Without



EDITOR'S INTRODUCTION 3

Christianity, in short, the War for Independence would not have been
fought.

John Robbins outlines the central doctrines of colonial political phi-
losophy. Foremost was the distrust of human nature. This suspicion led
to a distrust of centralized political power. The Founders were republicans,
defenders of representative government, a system of checks and balances
within government, a wide dispersal of political power, and limited civil
government. They believed in natural rights, by which they meant God-
given natural rights, a concept at odds with the natural rights humanism
of the European Enlightenment. The sources of their political ideas were
varied: Greek and Roman history, the modified logic of Enlightenment
rationalism, John Locke, David Hume, and the writings of Calvinism,
both Continental and Puritan. Their commitment to the idea of human
evil kept them from indulging in humanistic utopian schemes.

R. J. Rushdoony continues the theme that the European Enlightenment
had no roots in the colonies. Their Deism was mild, when held, and very
few colonists held to the position. Even their Deism was covered by the
language of Protestant orthodoxy. It was Arminianism rather than Deism
which was the primary rival of colonial Calvinism. The roots of American
history of this period were theological.

J. Murray Murdoch surveys recent American historiography and finds
that the Marxists, the New Left historians, and other economic determinists
cannot explain the deeply conservative aspects of the War for Independ-
ence. It was a middle-class movement, not elitist. The war was primarily
a conflict over constitutional issues, the most fundamental being the re-
lationship of the British Parliament to the colonial legislatures, i.c., the
locus of political sovereignty. Their cry was the “traditional rights of
Englishmen,” not ‘“crush the accursed thing,” Voltaire’s slogan against
Christianty. The goal of total separation from England came quite late—
over a year after the fighting had begun. They wanted only to defend tra-
ditional rights against the encroachments of the British Parliament and the
British bureaucracy. A “foreign” Parliament was not acceptable to the
Patriot leaders after 1774. Murdoch cites the Declaration of the Causes
& Necessity of Taking Up Arms (1775) as an important but neglected
source document of the era, which is reproduced immediately following
his introduction.

My own contribution focuses on the language, background, and im-
plications of the Declaration of Independence, which is reprinted after
my article. Its primary focus was not on the rights of man; instead, the
bulk of the Declaration was concerned with specific abuses by the king.
This, however, was a smoke screen. The real culprit was Parliament, but
for purposes of foreign policy, Jefferson spelled out his objections against



4 JOURNAL OF CHRISTIAN RECONSTRUCTION

the monarch. The Declaration was above all a foreign policy document.
It was almost immediately forgotten. The Adams-Jefferson presidential
campaigns of 1796 and 1800 referred back to the Declaration, since
Jefferson’s Democrats claimed that he was the sole author, despite the
fact that Adams had served as one of the five members of the committee
which drafted the document. It was again neglected until the slavery
controversy began in 1819, when abolitionists appealed to “all men are
created equal” to justify their critique of the Constitution. Far from being
a radical document, the Declaration was conservative: law oriented,
specific in its criticisms, and nonutopian. This is why conservative cleric
John Witherspoon could sign it.

Cecil Currey summarizes his deliberately neglected book, Code 72, a
heavily documented study of the machinations of Benjamin Franklin dur-
ing his years as a colonial representative in Paris. The evidence points
to a startling conclusion: Franklin may have been a double agent. At the
very least, he was unwilling to take steps that would have stopped the
continual leaks of information from his office to the British. He employed
men who were spies as staff assistants, even after he had been warned
about their British connections. Franklin was cunning, unscrupulous, and
a manipulator. The Franklin legend was first created by Franklin, step
by deliberate step; it has been followed by most of the professional his-
torians since 1789, especially those whose humanistic presuppositions
impel them to extol the virtues of their ideological kinsman—one of the
few of the leaders of 1776 who shared these presuppositions.

Mark Wyndham surveys the issue of religious freedom in Western
civilization and then concentrates his attention on the colonial scene. He
concludes that the fear among colonists concerning the possibility of the
establishmet of an Anglican bishop—a bishop dominated by Parliament—
was a very real fear in the eighteenth century. Men did fear the coming
of religious despotism. The Great Awakening had brought religious
freedom, and the colonists were not about to abandon the principle.
Edward Coleson takes a different approach: not possessing the religious
roots found in our historical inheritance, no revolution in South Ameri-
ca has been successful in imitating our democratic political order. The
substance of our system is self-restraint in terms of fundamental law. The
Bible served as a warning to the American colonists against the dangers
of lawless kings and lawless courts. Finally, E. L. Hebden Taylor, a
recently naturalized American citizen, points to the similarities between
American history and the Old Testament history. He warns that similar
sins produce similar judgments. The massive secular states of today
threaten to lead directly to tyranny, failure, and judgment.

The secular historians who have dominated the writing and teaching
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of history for a century have obscured the roots of our past. There have
been exceptions, most notably the writings of Perry Miller and his students,
but on the whole, the textbooks in high schools and colleges still fail to
devote sufficient attention to the theological foundations of the early period
of America. Until there are more accurate textbooks available, the myths
of the American Revolution will distort the perception of our past. Chris-
tian reconstruction involves the reconstruction and revision of histori-
ography, especially American historiography.



I. SYMPOSIUM ON CHRISTIANITY
AND THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION

The Christian Roots of the War for Independence

ARCHIE P. JONES

During the last six decades, historians of the period marking our
emergence and existence as a distinct people have too often viewed the
motives that occasioned that famous separation from the mother country
as fundamentally selfish. Nay, worse: it had become all too fashionable to
view the fundamental motives of the American colonists’ desire for inde-
pendence as self-interested in the narrow or egoistic sense, secular and
even base. Though a look at the darker side of the men who led and fought
the War for Independence (and who thereby laid the basis for the founding
of the United States) provided by the turn-of-the-century ‘“debunking”
historians and their latter-day disciples has had the beneficial effect of
helping us to understand the persistence of certain fundamental flaws in hu-
man nature, the revisionism of the “debunkers” has also had its darker side,
one of the manifestations of which is a certain popular (not to mention
scholarly!) cynicism toward the people and the leaders who fought the
“Revolution” and who laid the foundations of America.! This cynicism is
both the product and the cause of a profound misunderstanding of the domi-
nant views of colonial Americans, and of their intentions in undertaking that
celebrated enterprise. Revisionists of the debunking type see the driving
forces behind (or perhaps underneath) the independence movement as eco-
nomic or commercial self-interest,? social and political self-interest (the
desires of many to advance themselves in status and privilege at the ex-
pense of a portion of the colonial aristocracy),? or political, in the narrow,

1. That the achievement of independence and the founding of the American regime
are not necessarily the same is reflected in the longstanding scholarly dispute over
whether the Declaration or the Constitution is to be taken as our original and funda-
mental political testament. See, for example, the six essays collected in Willmoore
Kendall and George W. Carey, eds., Liberalism Versus Conservatism: The Continuing
Debate in American Government (Princeton, N. J.: D. Van Nostrand Co., Inc.,
1968), pp. 3-60. Because the Constitution was based on greater public and private
deliberation, and because it was ratified by the people, and because the Declaration
did not intend to establish one nation, fully equipped with a government, it seems
clear that we must turn to the former document to study the founding. However, the
basic continuity of principle and view between the two documents is greater than
the dissimilarity between them.

2. The classic exponent of this view, of course, is Charles Beard. See also Louis
M. Hacker, “The First American Revolution,” Columbia University Quarterly XXVII,
no. 3, part 1 (September, 1935). Such a view is assumed in numerous history and
government texts, both of the New Left and milder varieties.

3. The original work on this is J. Franklin Jameson, The American Revolution

6
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nationalistic sense (the desire of a people to exercise uninterrupted control
over its corporate affairs and destiny). In any case, the arguments ad-
vanced by the conflicting parties to the dispute are seen by debunkers as
merely subterfuges by means of which to advance the real interests of the
given group,* or at best as peripheral issues.

With the recent intellectual popularity of positivist assumptions of the
unknowable nature of moral values, and of Marxist assumptions of the
economic basis of human thought patterns, the debunking variety of re-
visionism has achieved something of the status of orthodoxy. But its
orthodoxy is not an unchallenged one, for those whom Roche® denigrates as
“political philosophers, historians of ideas, intellectual historians, legal
antiquarians, mystics, and gnostics, all working away at their particular
vocations,” have amassed numerous volumes arguing that the Revo-
lution® was, to a very large degree, the product of men’s metaphysical
considerations.”

Considered as a Social Movement (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1926). See
also Arthur M. Schlesinger, “The American Revolution Reconsidered,” Political
Science Quarterly 34, no. 1 (March, 1919), pp. 61-78, a view which may be seen as
a synthesis of the economic with the social view, or as a milder expression of the
later view of John Roche. Paul Eidelberg, A Discourse on Statesmanship: An Enquiry
into the Design and Transformation of the American Polity (Urbana: University of
INlinois Press, 1974), pp. 6-17, has convincingly argued that such socio-economic
interpretations of the founding are based on quasi-Marxist premises, and on a funda-
mentally erroneous interpretation of the intentions (and to some degree the achieve-
ment) of the Founders. As we shall see, the same could be said of the War for
Independence.

4. Of this description is H. E. Egerton, The Causes and Character of the Ameri-
can Revolution (London: Oxford University Press, 1923). Contemporary liberal
group-interest theorist John P. Roche, “American Liberty: An Examination of the
“Tradition’ of Freedom,” in Roche, ed., Origins of American Political Thought (New
York: Harper and Row, 1967), pp. 15-58, should also be mentioned. Roche is of
special interest not only because, as a group-interest theorist, he sees metaphysical or
religious arguments as irrelevant, but because as a positivist he can discern no intel-
lectual or moral criteria on the basis of which to distinguish between competing
values, and thus, since he cannot know how men should behave, defines freedom in
the Hobbesian sense—as the absence of restraint on the individual’s actions, a defini-
tion positively hostile to the traditional American understanding of the concept.

In this group should also be included those whom Esmond Wright has designated
“Imperialists” and “Progressives.” For a fuller review of the historical literature on
the subject see Wright’s bibliographical essay, “Historians and the Revolution,” in
Wright, ed., Causes and Consequences of the American Revolution (Chicago: Quad-
rangle Books, 1966), pp. 15-51.

5. Roche, ibid., p. 8.

6. I have used the terms “War for Independence” and “Revolution” interchange-
ably, as both are used to describe the same phenomena. The former designation
appears in the title, however, to indicate my agreement with the thesis of Burke, the
Whigs, and the colonists: that the “Revolution” was essentially a conservative
counter-revolution, aimed at defending traditional rights against an assertion of
absolute power.

7. Of the former description are Bernard Bailyn, The Ideological Origins of the
American Revolution (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1967); Clinton Rossi-
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These categories are not intended to be airtight; nor should the student
of the Revolution suppose that the role of ideas, or social and economic
circumstances, or human passions can be perfectly separated—or elimi-
nated—as factors in human action. This consideration, however, does not
remove the issue separating the behavioral or “debunking” revisionists
and their more (visibly) metaphysically oriented counterparts: wherein
lie the more fundamental causes of men’s actions? Do men act on their
fundamental ideas or convictions about the nature of the world or reality?
Or do men really adapt themselves pragmatically to the changes and cir-
cumstances which they discern or sense in their environment? Wright was
not far from the truth when he said that “at no time since 1774 has there
been agreement on either the ‘facts’ of the Revolution or on its ‘causes’;
everything has depended on the background and standpoint of the teller of
the tale.”8

Yet, while Wright’s remark is in a sense true, it obscures a more basic
agreement among the majority® of writers on both sides of this dispute:
both behaviorist “debunkers” and metaphysical “idealists” are revisionists.
Both groups essentially depart from the prevailing scholarly consensus of
the early nineteenth century, a consensus which ascribed the foundational
principles of America in general, and of the Revolution in particular, to
Christianity, or, to be more precise, to the Calvinistic Christianity dominant
in the heritage of those who had migrated to the colonies from the Old
World. Though the earlier consensus was formulated in the heyday of
Protestant America, it was by no means attributable solely to orthodox
Protestants or to Calvinists. Unitarians, Romantic Hegelians, and Roman
Catholics, for example, agreed with their Protestant contemporaries that

ter, Seedtime of the Republic: The Origin of the American Tradition of Political
Liberty (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1953); David W. Minar, Ideas and
Politics: The American Experience (Homewood, Ill.: The Dorsey Press, 1964);
Benjamin F. Wright, Consensus and Continuity, 1776-1787 (Boston: Boston Uni-
versity Press, 1958). Representative of the latter description are George Bancroft,
History of the United States, 10 vols. (Boston: Little, Brown, 1834-74; Harcourt,
Brace & World, [1927] 1958), I, pp. 179-194; Merrill Jensen, “Democracy and the
American Revolution,” Huntington Library Quarterly 20 (1957), pp. 321-341; Gor-
don S. Wood, “Rhetoric and Reality in the American Revolution,” The William &
Mary Quarterly 23 (1966), pp. 3-32, who seemingly argues for a synthesis of “be-
haviorist” and “idealist” theses on the Revolution, founded on the basis of social
psychology. Even Roche himself can also be seen as in this category, since he
evaluates the impetus toward the unbounded tolerance which he understands as
“freedom” as good. Thus, in the widest sense, this sub-category encompasses even
the would-be morally “neutral” socio-economic interpreters who pronounce on the
goodness or badness of either the events or the actions and motives of the men
which they chronicle.

8. Esmond Wright, p. 15.

9. Only “majority” because commentators taking the third position adumbrated
herein may also be properly included within the category of “metaphysical re-
visionists.”
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America was founded on the basis of the teachings of John Calvin.® Such
a conclusion was founded upon, among other things, an observation of the
basic religious homogeneity of the American people, a homogeneity noted
in the second number of The Federalist and still evident to Tocqueville
in the 1830’s, at which time, we are told, Christianity reigned as the un-
questioned public orthodoxy.!! But the religious homogeneity of which
Tocqueville wrote in the 1830’s is no more.

Since man, on his own authority, proclaimed himself autonomous during
the Renaissance,!? the main drift of Western theoretical thought has neces-
sarily been increasingly secular. Modern man, presupposing his own
centrality and self-sufficiency, has been unwilling to grant to God that which
man’s reason or sentiment deems unfitting. Thus, the way has been left
open for “progressively” removing God from having an integral, decisive,
or even influential role in the cosmos and world. Adoption of a second
fundamental modern presupposition—in the deepest sense, in the biblical

10. See Loraine Boettner, The Reformed Doctrine of Predestination (Philadelphia:
Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., [1932] 1972), pp. 382-399.

11. Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America (New York: Doubleday & Co.,
Anchor Books, 1969), p. 292. Tocqueville’s observation on a later America is ig-
nored by most seculizers of the Revolution. Perhaps this omission is due to an as-
sumption of a roughly linear progress in American history—if not in history itself—
according to which the outmoded “superstition” of Christianity—and certainly of the
Calvinistic variety of Christianity—is (and should be) replaced by more “en-
lightened” forms of thought, until we progressively arrive at that pinnacle of knowl-
edge and wisdom embodied in the orthodoxy of our own day. Thus Calvinism
should be replaced by Arminianism, Arminianism by Deism, Deism by Unitarianism,
Unitarianism by Transcendentalism, and so forth. To a large extent this in fact
occurred, but it is another question whether this succession of events constituted
progress, and still another question whether it occurred as rapidly as is usually
assumed.

Not all historians, of course, arrive at these conclusions from modern presupposi-
tions. For a Christian view, see C. Gregg Singer’s otherwise outstanding A Theological
Interpretation of American History (Nutley, N. J.: Craig Press, 1964). Martin
Diamond is the outstanding example of a political scientist who begins from de-
cidedly anti-modern presuppositions but still obscures the Christian origins of the
founding of America. See his famous essay, “Democracy and the Federalist: A
Reconsideration of the Founders’ Intent,” American Political Science Review,
March, 1959, pp. 52-68. Diamond’s thesis contradicts the remark of his mentor,
Leo Strauss, that America is the only contemporary Western nation not founded on
modern principles. Strauss mentioned that the Puritans, for example, were em-
phatically not modern.

12. Crane Brinton, Ideas and Men: The Story of Western Thought (New York:
Prentice-Hall, 1950), pp. 256-297, 334-397. It should be noted that this proclamation
of the self-sufficiency of man’s mind is an a priori assumption about the nature of
reality: though taken as axiomatic, it is nevertheless, whether in its classical or
modern form, without proof. If this presupposition is true, of course, man need not
submit to the stern discipline of revelation. For more on presuppositional thinking
and modern presuppositions, see Cornelius Van Til, A Christian Theory of Knowl-
edge (Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., 1969) and Francis Schaeffer,
He Is There and He Is Not Silent (Wheaton, Ill.: Tyndale House, 1972).
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sense, derived from the first—made “certain” what was implied in the
first: a presupposed universe which is a uniformity of natural causes,
and operating within a closed system, “removed” the possibility of divine
intervention. The validity of this presupposition and the irrelevance of
religion to truth was seemingly substantiated by the findings of modern
science.!® Then came the third dominant modern presupposition, that the
universe and all the personal beings (including man) observable within it are
the products of the operations of blind chance, over tremendous periods of
time, on a thoroughly impersonal primal and. eternally existing matter or
energy. Acceptance of this presupposition in the late nineteenth century has-
tened the intellectual popularity of a conclusion reached in the Renaissance
by.such eminent and influential thinkers as Machiavelli,' and in the seven-
teenth century by Hobbes: the universe is devoid of any transcendent, ob-
jective moral values. Since nature is, for modern thought, not only closed to
providential divine intervention but also nonteleological (not ends oriented),
modern intellectuals have been led to the conclusion that man’s reason and
observation cannot discover anything above and beyond a pragmatic aware-
ness of the modes of acquiring and retaining power. If there are to be
values, they must be, in the final analysis, arbitrary creations of men,
applicable perhaps for a given historical time and place, but subject to
abandonment with changes in place or time; hence, they are conventional
and enforceable by custom, state-controlled education, and various forms of
coercion, but they cannot be morally binding.

Moreover, the modern naturalistic presuppositions have inevitably led
men to explain man in terms of the lower, not the higher.’®> As Schaeffer
has pointed out, the logical development of modern naturalism has led

13. This conclusion is possible only so long as one operates within the framewqu
of the presuppositions of modern thought. For an introductory survey of the origins
of these, see Francis Shaeffer, ibid., and his Escape from Reason and The God Who
Is There, both (Downers Grove, Ill.: Inter-Varsity Press, 1968). For a fuller treat-
ment, particularly of the problems of empirical science generated by the conjunction
of science with modern and humanistic presuppositions, see Gordon H. Clark, Thales
to Dewey (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1957), Three Types of Religious Philosophy
(Nutley, N. J.: The Craig Press, 1971), and The Philosophy of Science and Belief
in God (Nutley, N. J.: The Craig Press, 1964). For a stimulating and controversial
view on the applicability of the methods of the physical sciences to the study of man,
see Leo Strauss, “An Epilogue,” in Herbert J. Storing, ed., Essays on the Scientific
Study of Politics (New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1962), pp. 305-327.

14. Of the literature on Machiavelli and Hobbes, the two best works, both from
a Platonist perspective, are Leo Strauss: Thoughts on Machiavelli (Glenco, Ill.: The
Free Press, 1958) and The Political Philosophy of Hobbes: Its Basis and Its Genesis
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1953). On modern political thought in
general, see John H. Hallowell, Main Currents in Modern Political Thought (New
York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston [1950] 1963).

15. A point frequently made by Straussians. See the works of Strauss cited in ibid.
This development also has a direct relationship to the recent resurgence of all manner

of Satanic phenomena; on this, see Rousas John Rushdoony, “Power from Below,”
The Journal of Christian Reconstruction 1 (Winter, 1974), pp. 7-10.
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men to see nature as a gigantic machine, and man himself as not only
caught up in the machinery but himself a machine, the functioning of
which is determined by heredity, environment, or psychological develop-
ment.’® The popular success of Darwinian evolutionary speculation has
reinforced man’s low view of himself: no longer a creature created in the
image of God, but merely a chance product of succesful mutations, them-
selves the product of chance, from an original, accidental concatenation of
atoms in a blind and meaningless universe. The teachings of Freud have
furthered this degrading process by explaining the behavior of the adult
in terms of the gratifications and traumas of the child, an explanation
applied by the influential behaviorist Harold Lasswell to politics.!” These
teachings have had a profound impact on modern intellectuals, and thus
on modern man. Like the teachings of Marx, these ideas originated in the
“Enlightenment,”*® and are traceable to man’s assumption of his own
autonomy in the Renaissance.

Awareness of some of the central themes of modern thought should
help us to understand some of the reasons why many modern scholars
have been led to obscure—or omit altogether—the Christian origins of
the Revolution. The main thrust of modern thought has been a flight
from Christianity’s view of man and the universe, a flight which has led
many to assume that Christianity is not only untrue and outmoded, but
intellectually disreputable and even dangerous. Such notions have been
aided by what Richard Weaver called “provincialism in time,” itself a
product of the eighteenth-century idea of progress and nineteenth-century
evolutionary speculation. Add to this, first, the inability of professing
Christians (both at the time of the Revolution and now) to reach a
consensus of some of the fundamentals of the faith; second, a certain
eclecticism by many men of the revolutionary generation;'® and third, the
presence in colonial America of a quite diverse heritage drawn from ancient,
medieval, Reformation, and modern thinkers,2° and the difficulties con-
fronting the historian become comprehensible.

16. See Schaeffer, especially Escape from Reason.

17. Rousas John Rushdoony, Freud (Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co.,
1973), 9 and passim.

18. The evolutionary hypothesis, of course, has long been under attack by Chris-
tian scholars, both as to presuppositions and methodology, not to mention lack of
evidence. It is beginning to experience further intellectual hostility from non-
biblical perspectives. See R. F. Baum, “Coming to Grips with Darwin,” Inter-
collegiate Review XI (Fall, 1975), pp. 13-24.

19. More on this point later. See Rousas John Rushdoony, This Independent
Republic: Studies in the Nature and Meaning of American History (Nutley, N. J.:
The Craig Press, 1964), pp. 1-8.

20. The best work on this diverse heritage is Russell Kirk, The Roots of Ameri-
can Order (La Salle, Ill.: Open Court, 1974). Kirk acknowledges Protestant
Christianity as the dominant source of the American order and tradition, but fails
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Both the diversity and the content of the colonial heritage played an
integral role in avoiding the universalistic messianism, not to mention the
degradation and savage violence, of the French Revolution. But the rich-
ness of this heritage did not lead the colonists astray from their position.
Burnham’s comment on the Founding Fathers might well be applied to the
partisans of independence:

. . . the Fathers were the masters, not the victims, of these inherited
ideas, and sometimes it is the rhetoric more than the ideas that is taken
over. The Fathers were protected from ideology not only by piety and
a native skepticism toward abstract reason, but their persistent sense of
fact, of the specific. The phrases of Locke, Montesquieu, Cicero and
the others often figured in the Philadelphia debates, but they were
never divorced from the specific problems that had brought the dele-
gates together.?!

The use of selected quotations from authoritative thinkers to buttress
their own arguments need not lead to the conclusion that Americans were
without principles, or were pragmatically seeking to buttress their own
(narrow) self-interests. Neither should the tendency of some contemporary
Christians toward escapism, nor the observable moral and philosophical
inconsistencies of the people and their leaders, nor the failure of many
outstanding men of the day to approximate the theological rigor of their
Puritan forebears, lead the student of the period to conclude that either
the people or a majority of their leaders were Deists or secular thinkers. The
failure of George Washington to be the Reverend Cotton Mather does not
remove the fact that the former, too, was a Christian, and declared: “. . . it
is impossible to govern rightly without God and the Bible.” Rushdoony
has shown that the language of natural law and reason was by no means the
monopoly of the “enlightened” thinkers of the day. Not only was Scholas-
ticism in philosophy, which gave much authority to man’s unaided reason,
combined with Puritanism in theology, but Deism was of little influence
in America before the Revolution, while “the language of Reason and
Nature had a long philosophical and legal history and was by no means the
property of any one school.”?? Even such notable figures as Franklin and
Jefferson, usually supposed to be Deists, mixed vigorous affirmations of
the reality of divine providence with rationalistic assumptions. The ex-
istence of such assertions would seem to be explained by the influence of
the surrounding Christian culture on these men. The American “Enlighten-

to set forth adequately its meanings and political implications. The classical tradition
was also very strong, as is evident in The Federalist; see Richard M. Gummere, The
American Colonial Mind and the Classical Tradition (Cambridge: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1963).

21. James Burmham, Congress and the American Tradition (Chicago: Henry
Regnery Co., 1959). Gummere, ibid., comes to the same conclusion with respect to
classical thought.

22. Rushdoony, This Independent Republic, pp. 2-4.
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ment” occurred long after, not before, the Revolution.2s

A thorough discussion of the reasons for the exclusion of Christianity
by modern historians from its prominent, perhaps even dominant, role in
the American Revolution is necessarily a complex question, involving an
examination of individual authors. It is beyond the scope of our attention
here. One’s perspective and presuppositions do play a crucial role in
determining his selection and evaluation of the evidence.?* The evidence
and insights provided by revisionists of both the debunking and the meta-
physical schools have done much to broaden our view, in certain areas, of
the war. Still, there is ample evidence to indicate that the attempted secu-
larization of the colonists’ motives inherent in the interpretations of the
revisionists represents not only a lowering of the aims of the colonists, but
a defective evaluation of the evidence.

While mundane desires and secular theories were not absent from the
pre-revolutionary and revolutionary period, there is considerable evidence
not only that higher purposes played an important part in bringing about
and successfully completing the independence movement, but that those
purposes were dominantly Christian purposes. The roots of the American
War for Independence go deep into the history and tradition of the West,
and its Christian roots are just as deep and extend nearly as wide. An ade-
quate understanding of the meaning of the war or an appreciation of its
fruits is impossible apart from a knowledge of its Christian roots, which
extend deep into the medieval period, the Reformation, and the English
tradition, and are strong enough to have influenced the whole tone of
English and American society.

The People

Among the Anglo-Americans there are some who profess Christian
dogmas because they believe them and others who do so because they
are afraid to look as though they did not believe them. So Christianity
reigns without obstacles, by universal consent; consequently, as I have
said elsewhere, everything in the moral field is certain and fixed, al-
though the world of politics seems given over to argument and experi-
ment. So the human spirit never sees an unlimited field before itself:
however bold it is, from time to time it feels that it must halt before
insurmountable barriers. Before innovating, it is forced to accept
certain primary assumptions and to submit its boldest conceptions to
certain formalities which retard and check it.

—Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, 183425

23. Ibid., pp. 5-8. Notice especially Franklin’s plea for prayer in the Constitutional
Convention, p. 5.

24. Among other things, ignorance (which, like original sin, plagues us all)
seems to account for much of the neglect of Christianity’s role in shaping the Revolu-
tion in particular and the American mind in general, but the possibility should also
be seriously considered that to some scholars the Christian past is destructive, or at
least not useful, to the present and future needs of “modern” America.

25. J. P. Mayer, ed. (Doubleday & Co., Anchor Books ed., 1969), p. 292;

emphasis added.
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An adequate account of the causes of the American Revolution cannot
begin without a consideration of the nature of its cultural setting. As Kirk
has reminded us, that culture has roots running deep into classical an-
tiquity, but its largest, deepest, and most extensive roots are Christian and
reach back through colonial religious events and personalities to the Refor-
mation and medieval Christianity. Despite the limited diversity of Chris-
tianity’s expression in America, there was a great deal of cultural
homogeneity:

If we call the American statesmen of the late eighteenth century the
Founding Fathers of the United States, then the Pilgrims and Puritans
were the grandfathers and Calvin the great-grandfather. In saying this,
one need not exclude the Virginians because Anglicanism has essen-
tially Calvinistic foundations still recognizeable in the Thirty-nine
Articles, and the Pilgrim Fathers, like the Puritans generally, repre-
sented a kind of re-reformed Anglicanism. Though the fashionable
eighteenth century Deism may have pervaded some intellectual circles,
the prevailing spirit of Americans before and after the War of Inde-
pendence was essentially Calvinistic in both its brighter and uglier
aspects. They were a hard-working, frugal, plain-spoken, intensely
nationalistic people, aware and proud of their moral standards which
included the “Protestant work ethic.”2¢
Boettner, in the authoritative work on a controversial, but little understood
and seldom studied Calvinistic doctrine, comments further:
It is estimated that of the 3,000,000 Americans at the time of the
American Revolution, 900,000 were of Scotch or Scotch-Irish origin,
600,000 were Puritan English, and 400,000 were German or Dutch
Reformed. In addition to this the Episcopalians and a Calvinistic
confession in their Thirty-nine Articles; and many French Huguenots
also came to this western world. Thus we see that about two-thirds
of the colonial population had been trained in the school of Calvin. . . .
Furthermore these people came to America not primarily for commer-
cial gain or advantage, but because of deep religious convictions.??
Nor, one might add, is the presence of an economic motive—or even its
dominance in an individual’s decision to emigrate—sufficient evidence to
conclude either that a person is not a Christian or that he is a morally
deficient one.
Ahlstrom says of the American colonies:
Among other things, they had become the most thoroughly Protestant,
Reformed, and Puritan commonwealths in the world. Indeed, Puritan-

ism provided the moral and religious background of fully 75 percent
of the people who declared their independence in 1776.

And notes:
If one were to compute such a percentage on the basis of all the

26. Erik von Kuehnelt-Leddihn, “The Western Dilemma: Calvin or Rousseau?,”
Modern Age XV (Winter, 1971), p. 49.
27. Boettner, pp. 382-383.

L AR
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German, Swiss, French, Dutch, and Scottish people whose forebearers
bore the “stamp of Geneva” in some broader sense, 85 or 90 percent
would not be an extravagant estimate.2®

In light of these estimates, it is not difficult to imagine why so many earlier
commentators and historians traced the causes of the revolution to Chris-
tianity. And despite the fact that one’s background is not necessarily a
determinant of one’s theology, an interesting question is raised about what
conditions—or presuppositions—are required to lead the student of the
subject to discount the evidence of such estimates as irrelevant. This is
especially so when one recalls the larger role played by religion in the
America of those days, and the fact that denominational divisions created
not a weakened religious zeal and a demand for unity among them on the
basis of the lowest common denominator, but rather a strengthened religious
zeal.?® It is not even a necessary condition to the case for American colonial
culture as dominantly Calvinistic that the percentages quoted above be trans-
mitted intact from the Pilgrim Fathers to the Founding Fathers. The first
fifteen to twenty years of the lives of many men were profoundly influenced
by the church attendance and teaching imparted to them by their pastors
and parents.3® It is well known that Franklin was influenced by Cotton
Mather’s Essays to Do Good, and Franklin’s call for prayer in the Consti-
tutional Convention belies both his alleged Deism and that of the leaders
of the Revolution. Add to this the well-known leadership of Calvinists in
establishing educational institutions and especially colleges, and it is easy
to see why the whole tone of society was influenced by its dominant
theology.

So powerful was the influence of Calvinism in early America that even
the few Roman Catholics present (twenty thousand at the time of the
Revolution) took on many Calvinistic attributes:

American Catholics were for a long time, as shown in their puritanical
ways, a tiny minority much influenced by the Protestant culture that
surrounded them, their religious sobriety, their clericalism and legalism
and total acceptance of Thomistic theology. They were at the same
time culturally Calvinistic and intellectually medieval and this was the
occasion of many misunderstandings between them and their Continen-
tal coreligionists. To many American and Irish-American Catholics
the Italian immigrants seemed more pagan than Christian. Indeed, as
Everett Dean Martin has pointed out, the American spirit was—and
to a small extent still is—more medieval than modern.!

28. Sydney E. Ahlstrom, A Religious History of the American People (Garden
City, N. Y.: Doubleday and Co., Image Books, 1975), vol. 1, p. 169.

29. Kuehnelt-Leddihn, p. 49.

30. D. Elton Trueblood, Foundations for Reconstruction (Waco, Texas: Word
Books, 1961), p. 45.

31. Kuehnelt-Leddihn, loc. cit., p. 49.
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The strength of this influence on Roman Catholics is striking, especially in
light of the events of the previous two centuries, The War for Independence
was not a homogeneously Christian endeavor, nor was it a purely Cal-
vinistic one. Calvinists of various kinds joined with Lutherans, Roman
Catholics, Arminians, Quakers, Jews, and even rationalists to bring about
the triumph of the colonial cause.3? However, the example of the influence
of Calvinism on colonial Roman Catholics is instructive in at least two
ways, in regard to the explicitly or implicitly secular theses of the two pre-
vailing interpretations of the origins of the American Revolution. First, it
illustrates something of the diversity of Christianity’s influence on America.
Second, and perhaps more important, it indicates the strength of the
impact of Calvinism even on those predisposed to reject its teachings.’?

It is not the purpose of this essay to arrive at an empirical weighing of
the relative influences of the various theologies present at the time, but
only to attempt to estimate the impact of Christianity, both directly and
indirectly, on those momentous events. The foregoing considerations make
it not surprising that a number of commentators have seen the Revolution
as a dominantly Christian, and particularly Calvinist, enterprise. Com-
ments Boettner:

Our own historian Bancroft says: “The Revolution of 1776, so far as it
was affected by religion, was a Presbyterian measure. It was the natural
outgrowth of the principles which the Presbyterianism of the Old
World planted in her sons, the English Puritans, the Scotch Covenan-
ters, the French Huguenots, the Dutch Calvinists, and the Presby-
terians of Ulster.” So intense, universal and aggressive were the
Presbyterians in their zeal for liberty that the war was spoken of in
England as “The Presbyterian Rebellion.” An ardent colonial sup-
porter of King George III wrote home: “I fix all the blame for these
extraordinary proceedings upon the Presbyterians. They have been
the chief and principal instruments in all these flaming measures. They
always do and ever will act against the government from that restless
and turbulent anti-monarchical spirit which has always distinguished
them everywhere.” When the news of “these extraordinary proceed-
ings” reached England, Prime Minister Horace Walpole said in Parlia-
ment, “Cousin America has run off with a Presbyterian parson”
(John Witherspoon, president of Princeton, signer of Declaration of
Independence).

History is eloquent in declaring that American democracy was born
of Christianity and that Christianity was Calvinism. . . .

32. Edwin Scott Gaustad, A Religious History of America (New York: Harper
& Row, 1966), p. 118.

33. On Calvinism the standard work is John T. McNeill, The History and Char-
acter of Calvinism (New York: Oxford University Press, [1954] 1967). Among
many others available, see Kuehnelt-Leddihn, and William Cullen Dennis, “Puritan-
ism as the Basis for American Conservatism,” Modern Age XVIII (Fall, 1974),
pp. 404-413.
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J. R. Sizzo tells us: “When Cornwallis was driven back to ultimate
retreat and surrender at Yorktown, all of the colonels of the Colonial
Army but one were Presbyterian elders. More than one-half of all
the soldiers and officers of the American Army during the revolution
were Presbyterians.”34

The secretary of the Continental Congress, Charles Thompson, was a
Presbyterian minister whom John Adams called “the life of the cause of
liberty.”3® The ecclesiastical dominance of the colonies by the Presby-
terians and Congregationalists, the great similarity of their (colonial)
church polities, the doctrinally minded attitude, and their almost unani-
mous support of the cause of independence®® explain why some commen-
tators confused the two. Congregationalists furnished a large portion of the
Revolutionary leadership in the New England area, while Presbyterians
furnished a large proportion of the leadership in the middle and southern
colonies. Presbyterians, the most widely distributed denomination, were
even more vocal in preaching the principles of the Revolution, as a con-
sequence of which, during the course of the war, the British destroyed
more than fifty Presbyterian churches, and defaced many others.?” By the
time of the Revolution, the Baptists, who shared the fundamental doctrines
of their Calvinistic neighbors and were a growing denomination, were
exerting an aggressive influence for the Revolution in Virginia and North
Carolina.3® Though the majority of the Anglican clergy were Loyalists,
the laity were of a different mind. Through control of the vestries, they
maintained control over the parishes throughout the entire colonial period;
this helps to account for the unanimity of leading churchmen in Virginia
in supporting the War for Independence, and for the unction with which
they overthrew the established Church. The large majority of those who en-
acted the Declaration of Rights and began the independence movement in
Virginia were vestrymen.?® Emilio Castelar, the Spanish statesman, orator,
and scholar, though no friend of Calvinism, was eloquent in attributing the
formation of the American republic to the influence of Calvin,*® and
Charles H. Metzger, S.J., in his Catholics and the American Revolution,

34. Boettner, pp. 383-384. See also Tim J. Campbell, Central Themes of Ameri-
can Life (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1959). Campbell
provides an excellent summary of the impact of Calvinism on the American tradi-
tion, together with much historical information which cannot be included in this
paper.

35. John T. McNeill, The History and Character of Calvinism, p. 364.

36. William W. Sweet, Religion in Colonial America, pp. 105-114; quoted in
Campbell, p. 55.

37. William W. Sweet, Religion in the Development of American Culture (New
York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1952), pp. 9-10.

38. Ibid., p. 35.

39. Moncure Daniel Conway, Edmund Randolph, 30, quoted in Campbell, p. 53.

40. Boettner, p. 384.
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has emphasized its Protestant climate and the reasons for Roman Catholic
adherence to the cause.*! The fundamental unity of Protestant theology
which led to the acceptance of such fundamental Calvinistic concepts
as the Holy Commonwealth throughout the colonies was instrumental in
creating these conditions (though perhaps this particular one was less
strongly manifested in the South than New England). That this was so
from the beginning is indicated by historian Perry Miller’s remark: “I
contend that the Virginia Settlement, no less than the New England, lends
itself to little more than a bare chronicle unless the cosmological and
religious premises are taken into account.”2

In light of the above evidence, we are not surprised by the fact that it
was Robert Newman, sexton of the Old North Church, who sent the famous
signals from that church to the patriots waiting on the shore at Charleston
across from Boston Harbor, an event immortalized though distorted by
Longfellow’s tale of Paul Revere. Nor are we surprised that it was in a
meeting in St. John’s Church in Richmond, Virginia, in late March of 1775,
that Patrick Henry delivered his famous “Give me Liberty or give me
death” speech. The Declaration itself was a result of previous popular
protests—“nonimportation agreements, committees of correspondence,
councils of safety, minute men and militia, and declarations by assemblies
in colonies, provinces, counties and communities.”#3 The most famous of
these declarations was the Mecklenburg Declaration of May 20, 1775, the
first overt act of independence in the colonies by a legally constituted body;
though the date of its signing is debated, the Mecklenburg Resolves of
eleven days later cover similar ground.** The abundance of such events
before the war, plus a consideration of the much neglected but obvious
manifestation of Christian intent in the state consitutions adopted or modi-
fied after the war,*5 raise certain questions which seem to place the burden

41. (Chicago: Loyola University Press, 1962); cited in Rushdoony, This Inde-
pendent Republic, p. 112.

42. Perry Miller, Errand into the Wilderness (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1956), p. 100; quoted in Mark Tapscott, “Theology and Symbol in the Ameri-
can Political Tradition,” unpublished paper, University of Dallas, 1973, p. 6. Miller,
of course, was the preeminent historian of American Puritanism, although his modifi-
cations of the Puritans’ biblical orientation, doctrinal formulations, emphasis on the
person and work of Christ, and of their Calvinism contributed to distortions of such
important doctrines as that of the covenant. See George M. Marsden, “Perry Miller’s
Rehabilitation of the Puritans: A Critique,” Church History XXXIX (March, 1970),
pp. 91-105.

43. William Childs Robinson, “We the People,” Presbyterian Journal XXXIV
(March 17, 1976), p. 7.

44. See Billy Graham, “An Act of Independence,” Presbyterian Journal XXXIV
(December 3, 1975), p. 7. The text of the “Resolves,” together with some other
pertinent material, will be found in James H. Smylie, ed., Presbyterians and the
American Revolution: A Documentary Account (Philadelphia: Presbyterian Histori-
cal Society, 1975).

45. The failure to include even the preambles of such constitutions in recent
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of proof on the debunkers and other secular metaphysicians. To what
extent were the colonists really touched by rationalism? To what extent
were their leaders rationalistic? Assuming that the leaders of the move-
ment were rationalists, what enabled them to lead the people? And what
of the Christian overtones and themes in their rhetoric? What, especially,
enabled Washington, himself a Christian, and his officers, many of them
Christians, to command the allegiance and loyalty of so large a number
of people throughout the course of so long, difficult, and dangerous a
struggle? Heimert’s comment speaks to this point:

As has been observed, a “pure rationalism” might have declared the
independence of the American people, “but it could never have inspired
them to fight for it.”¢

It is to the elucidation of this point that we now turn.

The Theoretical Background

John Calvin was the virtual Founder of America.
—Leopold von Ranke, German historian

It is therefore because of “the deep depravation” of man’s nature due
to original sin most wholesome for magistrates and officers in church
and commonwealth never to affect more liberty and authority than
will do them good, and the people good: for whatever transcendent
power is given will certainly overrun those that give it and those that
receive it. There is a strain in a man’s heart that will sometime or other
run out to excess, unless, the Lord restrain it; but it is not good to ven-
ture it.

It is necessary, therefore, that all power that is on earth be limited,

church-power or other.
—John Cotton (1584-1652), “Limitation of Government”

There is no better place to begin a survey of the theoretical roots of
the Revolution than with an examination of the most fundamental con-
victions of the great majority of the people. Since even the Supreme
Court has recognized that “we are a people whose institutions presuppose

documentary readings is interesting and significant. Eidelberg, in his earlier work,
The Philosophy of the American Constitution: A Reinterpretation of the Intentions of
the Founding Fathers (New York: Collier-Macmillan Ltd., 1968), has included an
appendix on “Provisions in the State Constitutions Respecting Religion, Morality,
Education and the Qualities Required of Statesmen,” pp. 264-271. Rushdoony, This
Independent Republic, pp. 90-120, has discussed this further. The state constitutions
are to be found in Federal and State Constitutions, Colonial Charters, and Other
Organic Laws of the United States, 2 vols. (Washington, D. C.: Government Printing
Office, 1877-1888).

46. Alan Heimert, Religion and the American Mind: From the Great Awakening
to the Revolution (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1966), p. 18. The quota-
tion is from Perry Miller, “From the Covenant to the Revival,” in The Shaping of
American Religion: Religion in American Life, James W. Smith and A. Leland
Jamison, eds. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1961), vol. 1, p. 343,
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a Supreme Being,”*" it is not unreasonable to commence with some
consideration of early America’s dominant theology. Yet we cannot fully
agree with Wirt that “it was not so much what Calvin taught us as the
kind of people he produced that made the American experience possible.”8
For despite the failure of many to follow all of the great Reformer’s
teachings, it was precisely Calvin’s teachings that produced the dis-
tinctive moral and intellectual tone of earlier American society.

Calvin’s chief contribution and central teaching was to remind men of
the biblical teaching of the sovereignty of God, a tenet which was made the
cornerstone of colonial statecraft and domestic life.#® Because God, in addi-
tion to being righteous and loving, is omnipotent and omniscient, Calvin
taught, God’s inspired word, given to us in the Bible, is trustworthy, and
it is man’s only fully and ultimately authoritative standard of faith and
practice in all areas of life. The political outlook deriving from this
faith in “the Sovereignty of the Triune, God over the whole Cosmos, in
all its spheres and kingdoms, visible and invisible,”® was well described by
Kuyper:

. . . the Calvinistic confession of the Sovereignty of God holds good
for all the world, is true for all nations, and is of force in all authority
which man exercises over man. . . . It is therefore a political faith
which may be summarily expressed in these three theses: 1. God
only—and never any creature—is possesed of sovereign rights, in the
destiny of nations, because God alone created them, maintains them
by His Almighty power, and rules them by His ordinances. 2. Sin has,
in the realm of politics, broken down the direct government of God,
and therefore the exercise of authority, for the purpose of government,
has subsequently been invested in men, as a mechanical remedy. And
3. In whatever form this authority may reveal itself, man never pos-
sesses power over his fellow man in any other way than by the au-
thority which descends upon him from the majesty of God.

Directly opposed to this . . . confession there are two other theories.
That of the Popular-sovereignty, as it has been anti-theistically pro-
claimed at Paris in 1789; and that of State-sovereigny. . . .

Calvinism protests against State-omnipotence; against the horrible con-
ception that no right exists above and beyond existing laws; and against

47. For more evidence on this subject, see Campbell, pp. 134-140, 171-174, and
passim; and Clarence Manion, The Key to Peace (Chicago: The Heritage Founda-
tion, 1951), pp. 109-121 and passim.

48. Sherwood Eliot Wirt, “Calvin’s Influence in America,” Christianity Today,
October 4, 1975, pp. 4-6.

49. Winfield Burgraff, The Rise and Development of Liberal Theology in
America, quoted in John H. Bratt, “The History and Development of Calvinism in
America,” in Bratt, ed., The Rise and Development of Calvinism: A Concise History
(Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co. [1959] 1971), p. 122.

50. Abraham Kuyper, Lectures on Calvinism (Grand Rapids: Associated Pub-
lishers and Authors, Inc. [originally the Stone Lectures of 1898 at Princeton]), p. 48.
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the pride of absolutism, which recognizes not constitutional rights,
except as the result of princely favor. . . . Calvinism is to be praised
for having built a dam across this absolutistic stream, not by appealing
to popular force, nor to the hallucination of human greatness, but by
deducing those rights and liberties of social life from the same source
from which the high authority of government flows—even the absolute
sovereignty of God.»

Because God is sovereign over all things, His law, given to man in Scripture,
is universally valid and binding on man, and on man’s institutions. Thus,
there can be no divinization of the community, as in the Greek polis, to
justify total control of the life of the individual in the name of the common
good. Nor is there the Platonic notion, poorly approximated in modern
messianic ideologies, of justice as the subjection of all things to the will
of that mythical being, the wise man. Man is not defined in terms of
society or history, and so subordinated to either, but rather in terms of
the readily knowable word of his Creator. In God’s revelation to man
in the form of the Bible, the individual has an infallible standard which
tells him of both heavenly and earthly things: that he may be saved from
the eternal consequences of his sins by God’s grace, and that he may be
saved—insofar as that is possible in this fallen and seemingly contingent
world—from the consequences of others’ sins by seeking to establish and
maintain a government which conforms to the divine limits set forth in the
divinely given moral law.52 In that law man is given an incomparable moral
standard distilled in the Decalogue, but visible also in both Old and New
Testaments, in terms of which he can know the distinctions between good
and evil, virtue and vice; and in terms of these divinely ordained standards,
he can know the limits placed on men when they exercise political power
as well as those placed on the actions (and thoughts) of individuals.
Because of original sin, the desire of man to be as God, determining
for himself what is good and evil rather than following the perfect in-
struction of his righteous Creator, man is incapable of living in accordance
with the perfect righteousness demanded by God, despite a knowledge of
the works of the moral law written by the Creator on his heart and the
inner promptings of his divinely given conscience. God in His mercy,
however, has given man a more manifest standard in the revelation of law
in his enscripturated word. This law acts both as a schoolmaster to teach
men their utter inability to save themselves through works, and thus to
lead them in grace to a saving faith in Christ, and as a public standard of
conduct. Thus, as Puritan divine John Winthrop, then licutenant governor,

51. Ibid., pp. 52, 60.

52. On the relevance and meaning of biblical law, see Trueblood; T. Robert
Ingram, The World under God's Law (Houston, Texas: St. Thomas Press, [1962]
1970) and Rousas John Rushdoony’s massive The Institutes of Biblical Law (Nutley,
N. J.: The Craig Press, 1973).
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was to observe in his famous speech to the General Court of Massachusetts
in 1645:53

There is a twofold liberty—natural (I mean as our nature is now cor-
rupt), and civil or federal. The first is common to man, with beasts
and other creatures. By this, man, as he stands in relation to man
simply, hath liberty to do what he lists; it is a liberty to evil as well
as to good. This liberty is incompatible and inconsistent with au-
thority, and cannot endure the least restraint of the most just authority.
The exercise and maintaining of this liberty makes men grow more
evil and in time to be worse than brute beasts. . . .5

The other kind of liberty I call civil or federal; it may also be termed
moral, in reference to the covenant between God and man in the moral
law, and the politic covenants and constitutions amongst men them-
selves. This liberty is the proper end and object of authority and can-
not subsist without it; and it is a liberty to that only which is good, just,
and honest. This liberty you are to stand for, with the hazard not only
of your goods, but of your lives, if need be. Whatsoever crosseth this
is not authority; it is of the same kind of liberty wherewith Christ hath
made us free.>®

This moral law applies to all men, to rulers as well as ruled. As Calvin
had written in the final paragraph of Book Four of his great and influential
work, The Institutes of the Christian Religion, “We are subject to the men
who rule over us, but subject only in the Lord. If they command anything
against him, let us not pay the least regard to it. . . .”%¢

Since God is sovereign, Calvin taught, man can be sure of His word.
And since that word teaches that salvation is by the grace of God through
faith in Christ Jesus, man can be sure that if he has that personal faith in
Jesus, God is powerful enough—and true to His promise—to ensure one’s
salvation. This is the much-abused and little-understood doctrine of elec-
tion. Faith in the sovereign God of Scripture, though in some, particularly
among the New England Puritans, it produced an introspective examina-
tion of one’s life in order to discover whether one’s faith was true faith,
and thus one’s eternal destiny, generally produced a repose and confidence
in one’s salvation which made men steadfast in the face of external threats.
Such people had the inner strength to resist the religious persecution of
Old World kingdoms and to face the rigors of life on the American frontier,
as well as to oppose tyrants. Calvin’s emphasis on one’s obligation to obey

53. Again, this is before the major political writings of Hobbes and long before
those of Locke.

54. This, of course, is freedom in the modern Hobbesian sense. We have had
ample evidence of the truth of Winthrop’s evaluation of its consequences—in both
public and private life—in recent memory.

55. Quoted in Perry Miller, ed., The American Puritans: Their Prose and Poetry
(Garden City, N. Y.: Doubleday & Co., Anchor Books, 1956), p. 92.

56. Quoted in Wirt, p. 6.
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the law of God was reinforced by the gratitude of the believer in salvation
by grace and divine election, with the result that Calvinists were marked
by that which has confounded their uncomprehending critics ever since:
a dedication to personal piety expressed through godly conduct.

This serious dedication to moral living, to living in obedience to the law
of God, was applied by Calvin’s followers to the social as well as to the
personal sphere. Calvinists were concerned with godly conduct in the
community, not merely by their fellow citizens, but by their rulers as well.
Rulers, too, are under the law of God, Calvin had taught. Moreover, the
great Reformer had taught, not only do subjects, despite their normal duty
as private citizens to obey the ruler, have a higher duty, in terms of the
sovereign law of God, to disregard the ruler’s orders when he commands
that which is against God, but subordinate officials

have not only the right but the duty to oppose and resist the intemper-
ance of kings, according to the obligation of their office; and they may
even be accused as guilty of perjury by reason of any deception where-
by treacherously they betray the liberty of the people, of which they
ought to recognize themselves as ordained trustees by the will of God.5?

Though the people as such have no right to overthrow the rule of one
whom they consider a tyrant, a degree of temperance—and, more im-
portant, conformity to the Bible—is inserted by obliging the people to
follow the lead of the lesser magistrates who have been appointed to curb
the tyranny of kings, and who also are ordained by God. Calvin’s teach-
ing on original sin—that all have been so corrupted in both reason and will
that it is impossible for man apart from the grace of God either fully to
intend or fully to know the good—combined with his teaching of the
majesty of the law of God to render rulers responsible, under God, to the
ruled, and thus to destroy the validity of absolutist theories of rule. These
themes, usually muted in Calvin by his desire to avoid stirring the people—
as private citizens—excessively, were later expressed with great force and
clarity in the famous Huguenot document Vindiciae Contra Tyrannos
(1579), which stressed the duty of all men to obey the law of God, though
their rulers should command the contrary; the rebelliousness of any king
who commanded something contrary to the law of God; and the duty of
the people, led by the lesser magistrates, to oppose such a king in order
to uphold the law.5® Two years later this concept of government as a com-

57. Calvin, Institutes, bk. IV, ch. 20, sec. 31; quoted in Albert Hyma, Christianity
and Politics (Brant Publishing Co., 1960), p. 149.

58. See A. Mervyn Davies, Foundation of American Freedom (New York: Abing-
don Press, 1955), pp. 94, 95, 102, 103; and Hyma. Davies is very good background
reading on the role of Calvinism in establishing representative government and politi-
cal and intellectual freedom, though he uncritically accepts democracy both as the
teaching of Calvin and as good.
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pact imposing mutual obligations on ruler and ruled under God’s law and
entailing the right of the people, led by the lesser magistrates to rebel
against an unjust king in order to maintain the law, was clearly stated in
the Dutch Declaration of Independence. The claim of the Dutch Declara-
tion, that the king had violated his contract, the law of nature, and the
traditional rights of the people and provinces, was clearly stated,’® and,
after influencing the English Puritans to demand a limitation on the king’s
power, reappeared in our own Declaration of Independence nearly two
centuries later. The right of the people to rebel against tyrannical govern-
ments was recognized in Federalist no. 28. Clearly, both the message of the
American Declaration and the presence of signatures of its authors in the
Continental Congress—Ilesser magistrates under the king—at its end were
not accidental occurrences.

Though the parentage is not (and did not need to be) acknowledged
therein, this Calvinistic distrust of human nature—including that of rulers,
who were not thought to partake of a different order of being—is present in
the Declaration and obvious in both the specific comments and the system of
government set forth in The Federalist.%® It was the latter document, the
authors of which were confronted with the task of designing a popular
government for the American people to live under and yet retain their
traditional and natural or divine rights, in which the applicability of original
sin to all was most clearly recognized and applied. Because all possess
sin, civil order requires the following: separation of powers, checks and
balances, connection of the self-interest of the man to the performance of
his intended duties in each office, and federalism as it was originally in-
tended to function (with reserved powers to the states and real limits on
the power of government in the Constitution and in the machinery of gov-
ernment), together with the Bill of Rights and the Ninth and Tenth
Amendments, to make sure that the traditional and natural or divine rights
of the people and the reserved powers of the states remain obvious to all
and, hopefully, intact.5!

Contrary to the common misunderstanding of Calvin’s teaching on
original sin, however, the natural man—the man outside of God’s sav-

59. It is surprising that so little has been done, in light of the significance of
Dutch independence for Western freedom, on the great similarity between the two
revolutions and declarations. See Hyma, pp. 151, 166-170, 225-229.

60. As Federalist no. 51 tells us, government is the greatest of all reflections of
human nature; so the entire Federalist and the entire structure of government intended
by the Founders is a treatise on human nature. Among many passages, see these
in The Federalist (Modern Library College ed.), nos. 6 (pp. 27, 28, 30), 9 (p. 48),
10 (passim, but especially pp. 55-56, 59-60), 17 (pp. 102-103), 27 (pp. 167-169),
28 (p. 174), 36 (p. 217), 37 (p. 232), 49 (p. 237), 51 (pp. 336-340), 62 (pp. 403-
407), 63 (pp. 407-410, 413), 68 (p. 444), 71 (pp. 463-466).

61. More attention needs to be devoted to this topic, especially in light of the
tendency of many to modernize or Hobbesianize The Federalist and so the founding.
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ing grace—is not incapable of doing anything good. Calvinists, whether
in New England or Old, distinguished between the visible and the invisible
Church, even where they tried hardest to reduce the distance between the
two,%2 and, as the prevalence of spiritual autobiography and introspective
verse in the literature of the American Puritans indicates, despite the
familiar accusations levelled against the doctrine of election, they were
painfully aware of their individual sins. Consciousness of the reality of
original sin, however, through the doctrine of the covenant,’® made the
individual’s concern with virtue not merely personal but social.

The immense influence of the doctrine of the covenant on American
history arises from its biblical basis and the dominance of Calvinistic theol-
ogy in early America. Though most evident in the Old Testament, the
covenant is also visible in the New Testament. It is essentially an agree-
ment between God and a chosen group of men, initiated by God, and
containing (in addition to two contracting parties): 1) a promise, the
reward from God to man for obedience to His will (in the original cove-
nant, the reward being salvation, or life in the highest sense: in eternal
communion with God); 2) a condition, obedience to the will of God or
faith in Him; 3) a penalty for violation of the terms of the compact. In all
covenants involving the eternal destiny of man, the penalty is death: eternal
separation from God. (In the original covenant between God and Adam,
the penalty involved physical death also.) The three most significant ele-
ments of the covenant or federal (from foedus = covenant) theology are:
the covenant of grace, provided by God for all the redeemed in Christ;
the church covenant, whereby the saved are institutionally organized for
communal worship, spiritual growth, and evangelical activity; and the
covenant of civil government, wherein the civil authority, neither sub-
ordinate nor superordinate to the Church but rather, like all human institu-
tions, subordinate to the Word of God, protects and upholds the Church,
promotes the good of the commonwealth, maintains order and administers
justice.®* Derived from Calvin, Bullinger, and the Heidelberg Catechism
(1563), covenant theology was developed in greater detail by a succession
of theologians in the Rhineland and the Netherlands, and transmitted to
the American colonists, particularly those of New England, by the great
Puritan divines at Cambridge: William Perkins (1558-1602) and William

62. See Perry Miller, Orthodoxy in Massachusetts, 1630-1650 (Boston: Beacon
Press, 1959). For a different emphasis, see Edmund S. Morgan, Visible Saints: The
History of a Puritan ldea (New York: New York University Press, 1963). Despite
their desire for a pure church, however, the New England Puritans recognized the
tremendous difficulty involved in discerning the truly saved.

63. Cushing Strout, The New Heavens and a New Earth: Political Religion in
America (New York: Harper & Row, 1974), pp. 60-61.

64. Tapscott, pp. 4, 12, 13, and Louis Berkhoff, Summary of Christian Doctrine
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1959), pp. 70-88.
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Ames (1576-1633). In America, the covenantal teaching is evident in the
Westminister Confession, “by far the most influential doctrinal symbol in
American Protestant history.”®> Miller saw covenant theology as part of
a universal tendency in European thought to change social relationships
from status to contract, as a product of late Renaissance speculation, and
as based on a view of original sin as external rather than internal. On the
contrary, however, covenant theology was based precisely on biblical
grounds, and on a view which acknowledged both the majesty of God’s
law and the Augustinian tradition of the deadly nature of original sin, and
which was based on the sovereignty, and yet personal concern, of God.%

Our main concern here is with the impact of these covenantal doctrines
as a whole. The covenant of grace and the church covenant reinforced
the concern of Christians for living according to God’s laws, and so pro-
duced a desire to be morally virtuous. The covenant of civil government,
particularly in New England, made public this concern for virtuous living.
Civil government was seen as a compact between individuals, in the presence
of God and under His laws, in which it is the duty of the government to
enact and enforce laws conforming to the higher standard given to man
in revelation. Thus, the government should enact various “blue” laws in
order to maintain a modicum of moral conduct, even among the un-
churched. The connection of the covenant of grace and the church
covenant with the historical circumstances occasioning the settling of the
colonies, especially those of New England, reinforced the identification of
the successful establishment of the settlements with God’s providential
blessing for loyalty to His Word. Every new colony was thus seen as a
holy commonwealth, a Christiani society, in which men established their
own Christian government—within the framework of the empire—under
God, and on the basis of a faith in God and in obedience to a covenant
with Him.%7 It was man’s duty of obedience to the covenant which both
prompted a concern for maintaining public virtue and led the more ortho-
dox to see destructive events or declining morality as signs of God’s
displeasure or visitations of His wrath.®® Personal piety and behavior,
then, were of importance to the community as well as to the individual, a

65. Ahlstrom, pp. 176-177.

66. Perry Miller, The New England Mind: The Seventeenth Century (Boston:
Beacon, [1939] 1968), pp. 398-401; see also pp. 398-431. Miller’s quote on p. 401
undermines his thesis. See also Ahlstrom, pp. 176-181.

67. Rushdoony, This Independent Republic, pp. 95, 96.

68. The classic work on this is Perry Miller, The New England Mind: From
Colony to Province (Boston: Beacon Press, [1953] 1966). Miller sees the federal
theology as necessarily declining due to the impact of the embracing of the cause of
science and rationality by such conservatives as the Mathers (pp. 459-461). Yet the
federal theology was divorced only from a rationalistic approach to science and the
use of man’s reason.
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concept manifest in the state constitutions and laws of the post-Revolu-
tionary period, thereby belying the contention of Diamond and others that
the regime established by the Founders made no provision for the en-
couragement of virtue or human excellence.®

Kendall and Carey, analyzing the American political tradition from its
beginnings in our first political document, the Mayflower Compact, see the
idea of the “virtuous people,” a Christian people, as the central symbol of
our tradition. This symbol, connoting a Christian people capable of self-
government through primarly localized representative assemblies,” is pres-
ent, by implication, in the Declaration as well as in the Constitution.
Moreover, this symbol arises precisely from the Christian doctrine of the
covenant, and is ultimately derivative from the sovereignty of God.

Were the doctrine of total depravity—the Calvinistic doctrine of original
sin—abandoned, the covenant theology and its concept of Christian liberty
could be paralleled by the secular doctrine of the social contract,”* as is
seen in Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau. Although there were, by 1700,
forces at work in the colonies which would eventually undermine the
doctrine of original sin, Baldwin’s comment on the influential and broadly
representative view of the new England clergy is noteworthy:

Whatever form it might take, the clergy almost unanimously agreed
that if it were a just government it had been founded on compact.
This compact relationship was a matter of vital importance to the
New England minister. His theology depended upon it, it was the
foundation of his church government, he believed it to be the root of
all God’s dealings with men. When he searched the Bible he found, so
he believed, that even the Jewish government, which was peculiarly
God’s own, rested on compact. When he questioned Reason and
Nature, which to him were the voice of God, again he found the com-
pact or covenant. When he read the wise men of the past and of his
own day, once more he found it. When he looked at his own en-
vironment, he found it there. The charters were considered compacts,
and when men set up new towns, they drew up a town covenant.??

69. Diamond. For the contrary position in relation to the central government, see
Eidelberg’s works. See also Rushdoony, This Independent Republic, chs. 2, 5, 8, 13;
and The Nature of the American System (Nutley, N. J.: The Craig Press, 1965),
ch. 3 and pp. 158-170.

70. Willmoore Kendall and George Carey, The Basic Symbols of the American
Political Tradition (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1970).

71. Singer, pp. 22, 23.

72. Alice Baldwin, The New England Clergy and the American Revolution (Dur-
ham: Duke University Press, 1928), p. 24. See also pp. xii, 6-26, and passim. As
will be subsequently shown, for well over a century before the Revolution, New Eng-
land ministers, in election and other sermons, had taught the biblical basis of gov-
ernment by compact, limitation of governmental power, the right of rebellion upon
violation of the compact, and the rights of Englishmen. Miller, in “From the Cove-
nant to the Revival,” pp. 322-343 and passim, underscored both the geographical
comprehensiveness and the psychological importance of the traditional covenant theol-
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Although an increased religious diversity combined with secularizing forces
and the impact of the Great Awakening to shift the idea of the holy
commonwealth from an attempt to preserve the integrity of the church to
an attempt to preserve the integrity of the civil government, that which
was to be preserved was the integrity of trinitarian Christianity, usually
associated with a rather pluralistic system of church establishments. Thus,
the holy commonwealth idea, derived from and still dependent upon the
covenant, then sought to preserve the integrity of Christianity rather than
that of a particular church.” The Puritan was not yet Yankee; the
American, as Tocqueville was to note in 1833, was not yet “enlightened.”

The Concept of a Higher Law

Although Calvinism was the principal theological and ecclesiastical in-
fluence on America’s formative years, Calvinism itself was built upon a
biblical heritage deriving from a thousand years of Christian dominance in
the West, but directly traceable to God’s revelation to his chosen people,
Israel, and to the events foretold and recounted in his written revelation.
This propositional revelation was given institutional form in Western civili-
zation during the thousand years of the medieval period. Far from being
the period of darkness and ignorance of the dominant secular historiog-
raphy, the medieval period represented a distinct improvement over pre-
vious, pagan, views of God, man, and government. The teachings of the
Bible about God as Creator and Sovereign of the universe led men away
from the pagan view of nature as something to be feared and magically
propitiated via the intermediary offices of a divinized ruler or polis in
possession of the esoteric knowledge required to placate the warring gods
previously believed to rule the forces of nature. Divine revelation there-
fore had the effect of de-divinizing the state and placing the king (or rulers)
under a knowable, publicly accessible higher law. The biblical doctrine
of the covenant implied not only a higher law to which all men are obli-
gated, but that the people are able to keep that law, and liable to punish-
ment should they violate it. The impact of the belief in the validity of the
covenant during the medieval period so shaped the institutional forms of
the West that the idea of higher law became the characteristic of medieval
politics.™

ogy in the success of the Revolution. The success of the “day of publick humiliation,
fasting and prayer” recommended by the Continental Congress in June of 1775 is at-
tributable precisely to its conformity to the covenantal theology in the traditional jere-
miads, not to any rationalistic appeals a la Common Sense. Miller’s analysis exposes
the shallowness of the view which sees the religious appeal as a calculated and con-
spiratorial propaganda maneuver.

73. Rushdoony, This Independent Republic, pp. 106-107, 90-120.

74. M. Stanton Evans, “The American Revolution: A Study in Conservatism,” an
address delivered before The South and the Nature of the Republic: A Bicentennial
Seminar (Hotel Adolphus, Dallas, Texas, March 27, 1976). On the de-divinization of



THE CHRISTIAN ROOTS OF THE WAR FOR INDEPENDENCE 29

The medieval period also combined Christianity with the classical tradi-
tion of natural right, giving it a Christian tone which emphasized universal
legal norms, produced by God’s will and especially knowable via the study
of His word, rather than the abstract universals knowable by the autono-
mous rationality of classical thought. Natural law had always presupposed
a God who had designed its norms into the constitution of being, but it
was the sovereign God of Holy Scripture, not the limited and unknown
gods of the Greeks, who made these moral laws not only available but
fully credible. The medieval and Reformation teaching on natural law
combined with the medieval, scripturally derived, teaching of property
rights with which the king would not interfere, to form an essential basis of
the Renaissance and Enlightenment theory of natural rights. In America,
natural law teaching was largely expressed in the form of natural rights,
and derived primarily from the writings of the English Civil War (the
writings of the Puritans, Milton, and Sidney) and of the Glorious Rev-
olution (the writings of the Puritan-influenced Locke),? though generally
not detached from its theological roots.

In the nation from whence our dominant tradition sprang, biblical law
and the largely Christian natural law combined to form the theological or
philosophical framework of justice upon which judges drew in order to
blend custom with universal principle in the formation of the cherished
common law. Thus, in the common law biblical morality joined with an-
cient ways to form a complex body of legal precedents, continually refined
in the crucible of experience, upon which future judges are to base their
decisions. Sanctioned by popular assent to its fairness, the common law
was the basis of order in England and America. Because of its biblical
law framework, as well as its traditional and popular nature, its contents
made it the basis of liberty, both in its general limitation upon rulers by
established, humanly approximated, higher law and by its specific guaran-
tees to the individual, regardless of his station. Introduced into every
colonial charter, its violation by king and parliament was a central cause
of the American Revolution.” Intended to be included in the Constitution
by the framers, its seeming absence from that document was of such con-
cern to the American people that it was included, both explicitly and im-
plicitly, in our fundamental law, in the form of the Bill of Rights.™

The effect of this divinely given higher law on medieval politics, whether

the state, see Rousas John Rushdoony, The One and the Many: Studies in the Philosophy
of Order and Ultimacy (Nutley, N. J.: The Craig Press, 1971), pp. 202-226.

75. Benjamin F. Wright, Jr., American Interpretations of Natural Law: A Study
in the History of Political Thought (New York: Russell and Russell, [1931] 1962),
pp- 3-6.

76. Kirk, op. cit., pp. 183-192.

77. Ibid.; see also Robert Allen Rutland, The Birth of the Bill of Rights 1776-
1791 (New York: Collier Books, [1955] 1962).
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in the form of common law or natural law, as it meshed with the unfolding
of history, was threefold. First, the king was limited from above by the higher
law. Second, the king was limited laterally by the Church. Finally, the king
was limited from below by feudalism. The feudal order limited the central
power of the king in theory because the lower orders of the nobility were
able to draw upon the higher law revealed in Holy Scripture in order to
discern if the ruler’s conduct be just. In practice, the feudal order limited
the king because it represented a wide diffusion of power and, in England,
had its rights concretely embodied in the Magna Charta, which extended
the basic prohibition of arbitrary action by a lord to all the freemen of
England, thus strengthening the rule of law and the basis for opposition to
absolutism.”® Representative government grew, to a large extent, out of the
desire of subordinate persons—instructed by the divine law and view of
creation given in revelation—to limit the power of the king, together with
the king’s necessity of calling on his subjects for revenue. The feudal order
also limited the king because it was a vast network of personal contracts.
These contracts between king and vassals, as between men of various sta-
tions throughout society, recognized mutual obligations and rights, because
they were based on an essential sameness of human beings, a concept present
in the American Declaration. The ultimate limitation placed on the king
under the dispensation of the feudal covenant was the right of subjects, led
by lesser officials, to rebel if the ruler should excessively violate the funda-
mental law, an idea first seen in a pamphlet attributed to St. Thomas
Aquinas.™

These ideas were not ordered in a systematic structure during the medi-
eval period, but were systematized as a consequence of the Reformation,
when large and articulate groups of the population in various European
countries sought justification for resisting the tyrannical designs of a king
of a different (Protestant or Catholic) denomination. In France, this sys-
tem of ideas was expressed by the Vindiciae Contra Tyrannos (1579). In
England, it was repeated by Anglican Richard Hooker, by certain Jesuits,
and later by the Puritans. The covenantal idea of an unchangeable law
limiting the king was propounded in 1613 by Sir Edwin Sandys, who de-
clared the king and people to be in covenantal relationship. The parlia-
mentary expression of this, by Puritans, produced the Petition of Right
in 1628.8°

The significance of these events is at least twofold. First, it was during
this period that our forefathers emigrated to America. In 1619 the Vir-
ginia House of Burgesses was established; in 1620 the Mayflower Compact,

78. Evans; Sidney Painter, Feudalism and Liberty (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1961), pp. 13, 14, 247-253

79. Evans, op. cit.

80. Ibid.
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itself a covenant, was established. In 1629 the Massachusetts Bay Com-
pany established its famous settlement, an event which is significant be-
cause the company could, under the authority granted it by its royal
charter, have ruled the colony with an iron hand—ryet it allowed all church
members to vote. Moreover, the Massachusetts General Court of 1635,
true to its feudal heritage, stressed localism. Secondly, the above events
grew out of the theologically founded covenantal understanding of so-
ciety, deeply intertwined with experience, well before Hobbes and later
Locke attempted to supplant the covenant with the secularized “social
contract.” The understanding of society embodied in the Declaration of
1776 was, however, as we shall see, a later manifestation of the heritage
of medieval and Reformation England, not a modern document.?! It was
predominantly upon this older heritage that colonial Americans’ under-
standing of man and society, especially their society, was founded.

At this point, a word on Classical Liberalism and John Locke becomes
necessary. As Hallowell®2 has pointed out, Classical or integral Liberalism
was based on a fundamentally incompatible combination of Renaissance
and Reformation ideas. From Christianity and the Reformation, it took
the idea of the absolute moral worth of the human personality, the idea
of a higher, rationally knowable, divinely given law, the idea of society
as a compact, under God, based on the higher law, and the culturally
prevalent Christian morality. From the Renaissance, Classical Liberalism
took the ideas of the autonomy of man’s mind and the newly revived an-
cient dictum of Protagoras (and Adam), that “Man is the measure of
all things,” and combined it with the outlook of the new science, viewing
society as composed of atomistic individuals living together under laws
not discovered but made, and obeyed not because of their inherent justice,
but because of the force behind them. As self-proclaimed autonomous
men turned increasingly from a theistic concept of God to a deistic one, it
became possible to attribute even greater freedom of will and power to
man. And the knowledge of nature gained via the new science tempted
many to believe that by an extension of its empirical methods, plus the use
of his own reason, man might find God unnecessary, except, perhaps, as
a logically necessary premise or as a metaphysical abstraction. Ultimately,
the corrosive acids of post-Renaissance thought sundered the ancient but
fragile cultural bonds between Christian moral teachings and modern as-
sumptions. In accordance with the presupposition of man’s autonomy,

81. Ibid. See also, with special reference to the Puritans, A. S. P. Woodhouse,
Puritanism and Liberty; Being the Army Debates (1647-1649), From the Clarke
Manuscripts, with Supplementary Documents (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1951), passim, but especially pp. 12-14 and 187-190.

82. John H. Hallowell, Main Currents in Modern Political Thought (New York:
Holt, Rinehart and Winston, [1953] 1960), pp. 84-158.
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Christianity was first reduced (by Locke and others) to a “rational” (read:
rationalistic) religion, and then attacked as irrational. By the twentieth
century, utilitarianism’s unknowable hedonistic principle of the “greatest
good for the greatest number,” pragmatism’s and historicism’s revolutionary
emphasis on endless change as fundamental, reinforced by pre- and post-
Darwinian evolutionary speculation, and positivism’s nihilistic facts-values
dualism® had removed almost all traces of Christian morality and assump-
tions from a now thoroughly relativistic and largely collectivistic twentieth-
century Liberalism. But this process was not effective in America until well
after the Revolution.?

Scholars have made much of John Locke’s role as a secularizer of po-
litical thought (with some justification), and have seized upon the presence
of Lockean phrases in the rhetoric of pre-revolutionary and revolutionary
periods to make of the War for Independence a secular enterprise. It is
well to remember, however, as has been pointed out above, that Locke was
used selectively by the colonists, and that he was preceded by a long line
of more explicitly theological political thinkers who originated and devel-
oped the themes of society as-contractual, of individual rights and of the
right of the people to revolt against an unjust ruler. More than forty years
before the publication of the Two Treatises, Samuel Rutherford had
published Lex Rex (The Law and the King, in 1644), in which he stressed
respect for the law, respect for the people, freedom of the church from the
state, recognition of the limits placed on human institutions, the duty of
kings to rule under God, bound in covenant with Him and with the people,
and the right of the people, based on their consciences, to resist authorities
who break the covenant.®® ‘

Moreover, Locke himself was the direct heir of Puritan political thinkers,
as well as the son of a Puritan, who not only claimed that he derived his
political teachings from the Bible, but whose political teachings “had be-
come the common stock-in-trade of the Independents as a whole.”%¢ Hud-
son’s comment is telling:

Where did Locke derive his political ideas? With regard to his general
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political principles one need not look far. They were being shouted
from the housetops during the years he was at Westminster and Ox-
ford, and they had been explicated again and again by the sons of
Geneva with whom he was in contact throughout his life.8”

The seemingly strange alliance of pietists and rationalists in the American
Revolution, which has puzzled many scholars, is to be explained in terms
of an agreement on the same practical goal, but also in terms of the
operation of the rationalists within the context of the pietists’ categories:

They had accepted the pietists’ presuppositions, and they had adopted
the pietists’ arguments. Nor were the rationalists “secular” in their
point of view. They still thought in terms of the claim of God in the
natural order as it was made known to them by the light of nature.®®

Locke has been misunderstood by much later rationalistic scholars, who
overlook his desire to avoid being accused of sedition (hence his frequent
citation of Hooker rather than his Puritan forebears) and his terminology,
which was such as to be susceptible to a secular interpretation by later men.
But for Locke, God was not absent from the civil order; rather, it was under
His rule and was to be ordered according to His will. Puritan tracts and
sermons before and during the time of Locke, generally ignored by scholars
as belonging to another genre, characteristically appeal to natural law.%?
Locke was

made to order for those who sought to defend the rights of the Ameri-
can colonists in the years preceding the American Revolution. On the
one hand, his political thought was thoroughly acceptable in America
because it was a restatement of familiar principles—principles forged by
the heirs of John Calvin during the English Civil Wars and long the com-
mon property of most of colonial America. On the other hand, as the
chief apologist of the Glorious Revolution of 1688 which brought
William and Mary to the English and Scottish thrones, Locke was
eminently respectable.®®

James Otis noted the great utility of being able to quote Locke rather
than the earlier Puritan political theorists: to have cited the Puritan writers
would have given opponents of the colonial cause excuse to raise the cry
of rebellion. Few British or American contemporaries were misled as
to the source of Locke’s ideas.”?

The Historical Background

The evidence shows that neither the clergy, including Wise, nor the
laymen as a whole turned so completely from theology and the Scrip-
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ture in their political thinking as Adams implies. There was no conflict
in their minds between the divine and natural law. They were the
same. . . .

God and Christ govern always by fixed rules, by a divine constitution,
and therefore so must human rulers. The fundamental constitutions of
states may differ; men’s rights under them may be greater or less, but
certain great rights are given by Nature and Nature’s God to the
people. These are a part of every constitution and no ruler is permitted
by God to violate them. Rulers cannot change the constitution; that
can be done only by the people. But the constitution and the laws
must be consonant with the divine law. Therefore rulers must study
carefully the laws of God, both natural and revealed. In the Bible
are founded the maxims and rules of government: there the natural
laws are made clearer, there the ruler learns his due authority and its
limitations, there the people learn how far they must submit.

—Alice Baldwin, The New England Clergy and the

American Revolution®?

Among the myriad events preceding the American Revolution, three
stand out. Their prominence is due to the fact that they are both anticipa-
tory and preparatory. And their importance may be gauged by the fact
that they are both increased in weight by and increase the weight and im-
pact of prior and subsequent events in the long chain of causes leading to
the Revolution. As preparatory events, they are given significance not
only by their content, but by the duration of their influence. Indeed, it is
possible to doubt that without these three events—the political teachings
of the New England clergy, the Great Awakening, and the Episcopal
Controversy—the movement for independence would have occurred. The
details of these events cannot be presented here, but a summary of a much
larger body of evidence is essential to an appreciation of the larger causal
dimensions of the Revolution.

Not only immediately before and after 1763, but for more than one
hundred years before the Revolution, the New England clergy had taught
their congregations a political philosophy founded upon Christian grounds
and derived from the law of God as given to man in nature and as merci-
fully clarified for man in Holy Scripture. The doctrines of this political
philosophy were the result of long study of the Bible, traditional belief
dating from the seventh century and earlier, and grew out of theology,
church polity, and ecclesiastical controversy, as well as out of more purely
political thought.®® In a time and place when religion®® and the clergy
were far more influential than they are today, New England ministers, who
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were close to their congregations, college educated, and on the whole re-
spected and influential, preserved, extended, popularized, and carefully
analyzed the essential doctrines of this political philosophy throughout both
the pre-war generations and the long struggle itself. In a day when the
press was less influential than the clergy, New Englanders repeatedly re-
ceived these doctrines from their ministers in the form of doctrinal and
political sermons, decisions of church councils, and the ubiquitous, fre-
quently reprinted, and widely circulated election-day sermons. These
means of instruction were reinforced by the abundant pamphlet literature
occasioned by the frequent religious and ecclesiastical controversies of the
eighteenth century. Through these means, the origin and ends of civil
government were examined, together with their own charters and the
dearly won rights of Englishmen, the qualities and responsibilities of
magistrates, and the rights and duties of the people.? Throughout this
long period, the intimate connection of the New England ideas of govern-
ment with theology and their interpretation of the Bible was evident.
Although Locke and Sidney were frequently cited, along with Luther,
Calvin, the writers of the classical and late Roman days, and a wide
variety of sacred and secular writers,

It must not be forgotten, in the multiplicity of authors mentioned, that
the source of greatest authority and the one most commonly used was
the Bible. The New England preacher drew his beliefs largely from
the Bible, which was to him a sacred book, infallible, God’s will for
man. Of necessity, it colored his political thinking. His conception of
God, of God’s law, and of God’s relation to man determined to a large
extent his conception of human law and of man’s relation to his fellows.
If his ideas of government and the rights of man were in part derived
from other sources, they were strengthened and sanctioned by Holy
Writ.%¢

What were the teachings of this New England theo-political philosophy?
Its starting premise was the Puritan concept of God as sovereign of the
universe, who made man a rational creature, put “Law into the very Frame
and Constitution of his Soul,” and deals with men on the basis of condi-
tional and obligatory compacts or covenants. This sovereign God is the
Lawgiver, who has established perfectly wise, just, and good laws, founded
upon the nature and relation of things, which are of universal obligation.
- This fixed and fundamental law is threefold, including the law of nature,
the law of the Old Testament, and the law of Christ. The law of nature
is not distinct from the law of God. Ratbher, it is as legally binding as any
other part of the divine law, and gains greater force as a part of God’s law.
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especially since it is clarified by the binding portion of Old and New
Testament law. Since God’s government is founded and limited by law,
all human governments must be so founded and limited. Whether the
argument was founded on reason or the law of nature or the Bible, in the
end it amounted to the same thing, for the law of nature was seen as
God’s law. Civil government was thus of divine origin, for the good of the
people, due to the effects of original sin. Civil government exists to en-
force the fundamental law; it must have the good of the people at heart, or
it loses God’s sanction, for rulers are limited by the fundamental constitu-
tion of God’s law. The peculiar, providentially granted privileges of Eng-
lishmen are also guaranteed by the constitution. A just government is
founded on a compact between ruler(s) and people, and under divine law.
Any act contrary to the constitution is illegal, and so null and void. No
one is bound to obey an unconstitutional act, so there is a right to resist
encroachments of one’s rights to life, liberty, and the fruits of one’s labor,
plus all the rights of the Magna Charta and, perhaps most cherished of all
to New Englanders, a certain amount of religious freedom. These, to-
gether with their privileges under the charters, chief among them the
right to choose their own councillors, were sanctioned by the fundamental
law of their colonies and by religious principle, and must be upheld. No
single principle was more emphasized and repeated during the first six
decades of the eighteenth century than the old principle of the Vindiciae:
he who resists one in authority who violated fundamental law is not a rebel
but a protector of law.%7

As John Adams was later to say, “honor and obedience to good rulers,
and a spirited opposition to bad ones” was the burden of New England
preaching.?® Although these principles were popularized long before the
War for Independence, they were not abandoned in the interim, despite
periodic declines in the orthodoxy of many of the clergy, for clergy and
laymen kept their flame alive throughout the eighteenth century. As late
as 1760, Pownall, the governor of Massachusetts, had warned that once
the ministers fell in with the spirit of resistance by force to all efforts to tax
the people without their consent, or if the people were to call on the minis-
ters, “the spirit of their religion . . . will, like Moses’ serpent, devour every
other passion and affection.”®® Events such as the French and Indian War
in the 1750’s, the Stamp Act Controversy in the early 1760’s, and the
Quebec Act in the 1770’s did much to revive the flames of the traditional
political and religious concerns, but perhaps no event contributed so
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much to renew the spirit of the traditional religion as the Great Awakening.

The two decades following the Great Awakening, 1743-1763, were
prolific in sermons, pamphlets, and petitions in which the constitutional
rights of the colonists, civil and religious liberty, the right of resistance, and
other familiar themes were more clearly defined and positively asserted
than ever before.1?® That this was a result of the Awakening is suggested
by the fact that the great event of the 1740’s contributed greatly to the
development of a sense of cohesiveness or nationalism, reinforcing the con-
viction that God had a special destiny for America,!®’ but even more so
by the fact that the Awakening represented a revival of the old Calvinistic
teaching of original sin or human depravity. The Great Awakening repre-
sented an intellectual watershed in American history, wherein the two main
strains of Puritanism, reason and piety, previously in precarious balance,
were each launched on the way to independent fulfillment, although it
would be many decades before they were sufficiently removed from the
powerful influence of the traditional theology to reach the separation be-
tween “faith” and “reason” manifested in Europe in 1789. The funda-
mental post-Awakening division in American society was theological and
intellectual more than economic or social: America was henceforth di-
vided between rationalists and evangelicals. Rationalists manifested an
“Enlightenment” confidence in human nature and man’s reason; evan-
gelicals manifested a Calvinistic conviction of human depravity, combined
with an equally Calvinistic confidence in the power of God’s grace to
transform men’s lives and, only through this means, society.1%2

It would be a mistake, however, to see the effect of the Great Awakening
as merely sharpening the cleavage between Calvinists and rationalists, for
its effect was both revitalizing to Christian faith and culturally destructive
to the partial fusion of Calvinism with New England culture. While the
Awakening’s onslaught upon incipient liberalism brought many back (or
for the first time) to their Bibles and markedly decreased the insularity of
the New England Way, these gains were at the price of undermining the
social and political base of the old Calvinists. The emotional excesses of
the revivals accompanying the Awakening brought opposition from the
orthodox old Calvinists, but also encouraged rationalistic liberals to make,
in the course of criticizing revivalistic emotionalism, more open statements
of their own non-scriptural position. While the orthodox party spent
most of its energy combating the liberals, both the opposition of the old
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Calvinists to the emotionalism of the Awakening and the strong element of
conventionalism in their accommodation with New England cultural mores
tarnished their image in the eyes of the New Divinity men and their fol-
lowers in the party of the Awakening. The attempt of the party of the
Awakening to make an emotional conversion experience, rather than
recognizing also the possibility of gradual growth in grace, the criterion
for determining both assurance of salvation and church membership not
only split churches, but damaged the concord of town and congregation
achieved by the old Calvinists. The party of the Awakening’s stress on
personal piety, together with its neglect of the function of the church in
nurturing souls and its denigration of learning, combined with its implicitly
Arminian stress on the availability of God’s love to all who will accept, via
the emotional conversion experience of the revival, the offer of His grace
(the emphasis being on God’s love rather than upon His justice)—to ac-
quire conversion—to further weaken the old Calvinists’ emphasis on bibli-
cal law and the social covenant, or holy commonwealth idea. The function
of the church was seen by the revivalists as providing a base for developing
personal piety and from which souls could be won via the interior ecstasy
of conversion, rather than as also providing an integral institution which
also provided a basis for establishing and maintaining a Christian social
order. To be sure, the postmillennial eschatology of the Great Awakening
provided for a Christianized social order, but that order was to be estab-
lished through massive conversions and interior personal piety rather than
also through the seemingly more mundane labors of Christian statesmen,
scholars, and teachers. It was the Second Great Awakening (ca. 1799-
1815) before the New Divinity clergy and congregations turned to a kind
of moralism similar to that from which they had originally sundered them-
selves: first, “to save New England from ‘jacebinism,’” ” and then, turning
outwards, to reconstruct society along moral lines, via exporting the New
England Way to the West, the foreign missions movement, and finally
(paradoxically, against the Calvinists of the South), abolitionism.%3
Ideas, as Richard Weaver has written, have consequences. But the con-
sequences of ideas frequently take time to manifest themselves. Although
the First Great Awakening had effectively established the dominance in
New England and much of the colonies of an emotional Arminianism which
neglected certain crucial doctrines of the old Calvinism, the influence of
Calvinism was not dead. Not only_did the old Calvinists remain, though
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weakened, in New England and elsewhere, but enough of the traditional
Calvinist doctrines remained dominant to confuse subsequent scholars
as to the theological import of the Awakening.'* More important, enough
of the Calvinist tradition remained present that

Americans retained what the Enlightenment had dimmed in England
and Europe, a keen sense of human depravity and of the dangers it
posed for government. Although their own governments had hitherto
given little evidence of depravity, by comparison with those of Europe,
they were expert at detecting it in any degree.!%%

It was this knowledge of human depravity, plus the traditional Calvinist
emphasis on the majesty of the divine law, which made the colonists so
disposed to detect violations of principle. However, though the Awakening
produced a national resurgence of a radically modified version of the old
Calvinism, it was the “liberals” of the day, the rationalists, who, contrary
to the popular theme of many subsequent historians, were most likely to
cleave to the old imperial order. The liberals, or more accurately, Ar-
minian rationalists, basing their trust for salvation in the development of
human reason, were profoundly elitist and “conservative,” seeing them-
selves as the rational “elect,” and the evangelicals as a passionate rabble.
They were disposed to interpret the social contract as a means of holding
in check their inferiors; were, almost to a man in the 1770’s, if not outright
Tories, seekers of some compromise solution to the controversy between
Great Britain and the colonies, who preached Locke almost as a justification
of the status quo.1%¢

Not only did the old Calvinists generally favor independence, but it was
the evangelical!®? clergymen of America who, as a consequence of the
Awakening reasoned from their belief in salvation by grace and a con-
version experience to a “democratic’—but not anti-intellectual or egali-
tarian or even fully majoritarian—outlook which opposed the tendency of
some men to “lord it” over others. These men not only developed a rhetoric
which enabled them to have closer ties with, and greater influence on, their
congregations, but “infused the Lockean vocabulary with a moral signifi-
cance, a severity and an urgency, and thereby translated the ideas of the
social contract and natural law into a spur to popular activity.°® Further-
more, the liberals’ incipient Deism caused them to see God as incapable of
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intervening in the affairs of men to bring wayward nations to judgment,
while the evangelicals’ assurance of the sovereignty of God and their post-
millennial eschatology gave them an optimism and sense of mission which
contrasted sharply with the cosmic pessimism of the rationalists. While
liberals increasingly deferred to the civil authority, however, the evan-
gelicals stressed the power of God working through redeemed souls. So
fruitful was the evangelical activity that in the early 1750s, outraged
Arminian rationalists complained that the only way for a minister to get
into the graces of the populace was to espouse “calvinistick Principles.”10?
If the post-millennialism of the Awakening was to be disappointed, the
moral and theological revival which it produced in colonial America would
also bear fruit in the theological, and therefore moral and legal, assump-
tions of the revolutionary generation—assumptions buttressed and in-
tensified by the political and doctrinal struggles and controversies pro-
duced by the Awakening itself.110

The Great Awakening revived the older religious outlook, but the
long controversy over the establishment of an episcopate in America in-
tensified the commitment of colonial dissenters to the inherited religion and
to the freedom associated with it. The issue of church and state inherent
in the desire of many Anglican prelates to establish Anglicanism as the
legal religion throughout the colonies had been a constant in Anglo-
American relations ever since 1630, even in the Episcopal colonies, where
congregational church polity existed in fact, if not in theory, in the parish
vestries. But for eighty-six years after 1689, the Episcopal pressure in-
creased intermittently, but inexorably, thus reinforcing the traditional teach-
ings about law, compact, and freedom, and unconsciously preparing the
minds of three or four generations of colonists for revolt. Religion had
always been very real, immediate, and dear to most of the colonists, but
the desire of many English—and later some American—Anglicans for
“the complete Episcopal organization of the colonies,” a project which
entailed a complete reordering of American society, made church and state,
for eighty-five years, the greatest and most familiar issue before the
colonial public.111

Many people from all the colonies and all classes contributed to fighting
back the march of the Episcopalians, many of them, especially in the South,
Episcopalians. But the leadership throughout the protracted struggle was
supplied by “Mr. Otis’ black regiment,” the dissenting clergy. Although
many of the southern Anglican clergy opposed the efforts of the Society for
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the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts (SPG) and a number of
their northern brethren in the later stages of the controversy, it is not
surprising to learn that the earliest and most intense leadership arose
among the Congregationalists and Presbyterians of New England, from
whence the controversy spread to the middle colonies and the South.112
This is easily understood in light of the fact that at the heart of the
controversy lay the spread of Arminian rationalism into areas once domi-
nated by Puritan Calvinism,''® and by the fact that behind much of the
opposition to episcopacy, even among the Episcopalians, lay the asso-
ciation of enforced religious uniformity with unpleasant memories of
Romanism.!14

Buttressed by an increasingly popularized version of colonial history
which saw religious and civil liberty as the reasons for and conditions
established by the founding of the New England (and by extension and
popularization, all) colonies, Presbyterian and Congregationalist divines,
in numberless weekly sermons, taught their people the connection between
the law of God and the law of nature, recounted the ministers’ view of
the history of the forefathers and the terrible threat of episcopacy, and
increasingly exhorted them to keep the memory of the forefathers alive.11®
The opposition to episcopacy was facilitated by the influence of the clergy,
the natural development of an intercolonial communications network along
denominational lines and among Dissenters (the basis of the later com-
mittees of correspondence), the parallel development of a superb inter-
continental communication and intelligence service, the aid of sympathetic
Dissenters in Parliament and in the English press, and the superior use of
the colonial press by opponents of episcopacy to inform and agitate the
colonial population. So effective was the colonists’ use of the press that
during the height of the controversy it was able to mobilize and focus
intercolonial American opinion directly on the threat to colonial liberty.
Pulpit was united to press and even to tavern, as sermons and tracts were
printed, reprinted, read, and discussed throughout the land.!'¢

The amount of space allotted to the issue of church and state in the news
columns of the press exceeded that of any other topic, including politics.
But it would be a mistake to assume that religion was absent from what
today are secular concerns, for there was a definite aura of social snobbery
attached to the Anglican Church in the North and Middle colonies, and
the “bishop’s palace” at Cambridge, Massachusetts, soon became the sym-
bol of threatened Episcopal magnificence and compulsory tithes for the
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support of bishops and the clergy. The passage in the middle 1760s of
such legislation as the Currency Act and the Stamp Act added fresh civil
grievances to long-standing religious ones, thus precipitating a crisis. Nor
were these civil grievances separable from religious ones. The Stamp Act,
for example, required stamps upon all documents arising from ecclesias-
tical matters, and required a two-pound (£2) stamp for donations, be-
nefices to, and degrees “taken in . . . any seminary of learning”; from this
the Dissenters implied not only threats to their schools and colleges, but the
government’s intention of establishing ecclesiastical courts in the near
future. The constant Anglican proselyting, aspersions on the ministry of the
Dissenters, attacks on the colonies’ charters, and the leaking of Dr. Samuel
Johnson’s plan for a complete constitutional reordering of the colonies in
the early 1760s convinced the dissenting ministers and many of their fol-
lowers that a distinction between religious and civil liberties no longerf
existed; “liberty itself,” as Bridenbaugh has said, “faced extinction, and
they rushed to its defense.” Although 1772 was the last time the Anglicans
approached the throne on the subject of an American episcopate, the
colonists had no way of foreseeing that this would end the matter. In sub-
sequent years they would well remember previous threats to their accus-
tomed and divinely sanctioned ways.17

The Declaration of Independence

If the motivation behind and the leading figures of the revolutionary
effort were secular or deistic, it becomes difficult to explain several things.
How does one explain the extent of Christian leadership and activity prior
to and during the war? Why did it take the theological liberals until 1805—
fully a generation after the war—to seize control of Harvard and the
Unitarians until 1825 to organize formally? And how does one explain
the markedly Christian content and intention of the state constitutions and
of the state and local laws enacted after the revolution? Even the Declara-
tion itself becomes difficult to explain.

The Declaration, of course, was not solely the work of Jefferson; his
initial draft was modified in accordance with the wishes of the other mem-
bers of the Congress. But if Jefferson is to be believed, his purpose in draft-
ing the document was not to discover any new principles or set forth any
new argument, but merely

. . . to place before mankind the common sense of the subject. . . .
Neither aiming at originality of principle or sentiment nor yet copied
from any particular previous writing, it was intended as an expresssion
of the American mind, and to give to that expression the proper tone
and spirit of the occasion. All its authority rests, then, on the har-
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monizing sentiments of the day, whether expressed in conversation, in
letters, printed essays, or in the elementary books of public right, as
Aristotle, Cicero, Locke, Sidney, & c.118

Analysis of the Declaration as a testament of political philosophy is
difficult, partly because it makes no pretense to be a fully developed phi-
losophy of politics, but largely because it is a rhetorical document.!’® Even
so, however, it is possible to learn from the Declaration much of the
colonists’ views of politics. In form, the Declaration is a plea at law against
the king in Parliament, charging him with failure to uphold his contractual
obligations as feudal lord over the colonies. As such, it is a powerful
assertion that rulers are under law, that their powers, even though they
be a popular or quasi-popular assembly, are limited by fundamental law,
and that both George III and Parliament are unjustified in attempting to
assert their supposed right to absolute rule. In both the English Revolution
and the Glorious Revolution of 1688, the validity of absolute power had
been denied. That which was invalid in the hands of a king, the colonists
were implicitly asserting, was no more valid if expressed through Parlia-
ment.'?® Neither king nor parliament, then, could be sovereign—absolute—
because the powers of both were limited by laws which are no respecters
of persons. Law is above government, not the reverse. What is the origin
of this law?

The Declaration is not a secular document, nor can it properly be termed
deistic. Not only is God’s existence recognized, but His power, justice, and
goodness as Creator; He is seen as the ruler of nature, providential orderer
of history, and “Supreme Judge of the World.” Whatever the theological
shortcomings of this characterization from the standpoints of the various
denominations present in America at this time, it is obvious that the God
spoken of and appealed to here is not the remote, detached, “watchmaker”
god of European Deism. God is the Creator and moral judge of man.
Man is dependent on, not independent of, God. Since man has, contrary to
the faith of modern evolutionary thought, a personal beginning, the exist-
ence of the individual has meaning.'?! This meaning is, at least for moral
and political purposes, knowable to man, in the form of “the laws of
Nature and of Nature’s God,” via the use of his reason—and probably

118. Quoted in Cecelia Kenyon, “The Declaration of Independence,” in Funda-
mental Testaments of the American Revolution (Washington, D. C.: Library of
Congress, 1973), p. 24.

119. Rhetorical in the high, traditional, sense: intended not only to persuade men
to action, but to teach them the high principles upon which to act.

120. M. E. Bradford, “Lincoln’s New Frontier: A Rhetoric for Continuing Revo-
lution,” Triumph (May, 1971), pp. 12, 13, 21. H. E. Egerton, The Causes and
Character of the American Revolution (London: Oxford University Press, 1923),
p. 201n. Rushdoony, This Independent Republic, pp. 18, 19, 29, 30.

121. See Schaeffer, He Is There and He Is Not Silent, pp. 10-18.
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also via revelation'?2—and is not transferable from the individual to other
individuals, nor to any larger collective entity. Because man is created
by a God who is not only creator, but ruler of nature, providential governor
of history, and supreme judge of the world, it would seem that man, in
communication with that God, has a sound basis for metaphysics, episte-
mology, and morals.’22 To the extent that this analysis is true, the philo-
sophically questionable appeal to self-evident truths becomes understand-
able. Because the individual is created by God and endowed by his
Creator with certain inalienable rights, knowledge of his correlative duties
to others, who are also endowed with the same inalienable rights, is avail-
able to the individual. The document’s emphasis on rights is under-
standable, given the medieval tradition of property rights, the Calvinistic
emphasis on the sanctity of biblical law, some presence of the modern
theory of natural rights, and the desire of the colonists to check ab-
solutism.

Although the Declaration makes no reference to trinitarianism, the docu-
ment’s teaching on individual rights and duties seems to reflect the Chris-
tian answer to the one and many problem, set forth in our era by Van Til. 124
The desire is to be one and many—one people, but thirteen free and inde-
pendent states; or, more properly, a legitimate sphere for governmental
coercion is recognized, but also a legitimate sphere of individual freedom
from governmental coercion—a high purpose continued in the Articles of
Confederation and in the Constitution. Moreover, the form of the Declara-
tion, like that of the Ten Commandments, has the effect of maintaining
a sense of the objectivity of truth—a sense of moral rightness—which
establishes in men the central convictions which give them the courage to
resist temptations to break the moral law. If God is the God of history and
the source of moral law, then violations of the moral law are as objective as
the existence of any physical substance. It is only in this connection, as
Trueblood has pointed out, that the much disputed “equality” clause makes
sense: men are not equal in intelligence, power, wealth, wisdom, or virtue,

122. The phraseology certainly opens this possibility. Note the medieval and
Reformation similarity between natural and divine law.

123. See Schaeffer, He Is There and He Is Not Silent, chs. 1-4, especially pp. 21-
35, for the basic problems raised by modern man’s presuppositions, in contrast to
those of Christianity.

124. See Rousas John Rushdoony, “The One and Many Problem—The Contri-
bution of Van Til,” in E. R. Geehan, ed., Jerusalem and Athens: Critical Discussions
on the Philosophy and Apologetics of Cornelius Van Til (Presbyterian and Reformed
Publishing Co., 1974), pp. 339-348. Also see Rushdoony’s survey of Western thought
in terms of this problem, The One and the Many. Verna M. Hall has compiled a
very useful three-volume anthology, The Christian History of the Constitution (San
Francisco: American Constitution Press, 1960-1968), but much work remains to
be done on the Christian roots of the founding.
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but only in being morally responsible before their Creator. The equality
spoken of in the Declaration is not the tyrannical levelling principle of
modern egalitarianism. Thus,

In a merely humanistic context, the statement in the Declaration of
Independence is nonsense, since, apart from God, there is no equality
at all.1?

The law can be no respecter of persons because God is no respecter of
persons. In this context, not only the common law and Christian natural
law theories, but the rhetorical appeal of the Declaration to a law which
stands above those who rule, becomes more comprehensible.!2¢

Next to theologically related matters, such as personal devotions, law
was the subject most studied by colonial Americans. Burke, in his speech
on American taxation, noted that this rendered men “acute, inquisitive,
dextrous, prompt in attack, ready in defense, full of resources,” and dis-
posed to judge on the basis of principle more than on the basis of actual
grievances.’?” If the language of the Revolution was the language of
lawyers more than that of theologians, it was precisely because a relatively
homogeneous theological heritage imbued most Americans with a core of
common convictions about the Source, and so the validity, of that law.12%

As a plea addressed most immediately to men, the Declaration pre-
supposes that men are different from mere brutes, in that men have both
reason and the capacity for self-restraint; it speaks primarily to men who
manifest these qualities in a high degree. Such men are candid men—dis-
posed to change their opinions on important subjects, should reasoned
argument convince them that they are in error. Thus, we have further
evidence of the actual inequalities of men which are obscured by the popu-
larly misunderstood “equality” clause. This also gives us an indication
about the end of man, namely, the good life—a life in which reason is
followed and developed (though not necessarily in neo-Platonic flight from
material reality in order to achieve mere contemplation of the eternal
essences). These superior men will, above all others, recognize that God
has created men with certain inalienable, universally valid, and knowable
rights. They will recognize the truth and justice of the colonists’ case, and
thus will be persuaded that the king has acted unjustly, even tyrannically,

125. Trueblood, Foundations for Reconstruction, pp. 14-20.

126. A different interpretation of the Declaration will be found in Carl Becker’s
standard history of the subject, The Declaration of Independence: A Study in the His-
tory of Ideas (New York: Vintage Books, [1922] 1961).

127. Quoted in Charles F. Mullett, Fundamental Law and the American Revo-
lution, 1760-1776 (New York: Octagon Books, [1933] 1966), p. 8. Mullett presents
a good survey of the sources, but neglects the influence of the prevailing theological
framework in America.

128. Jay noted this in Federalist no. 2, p. 9.
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toward the Americans.’*® Such men will also recognize that the colonists’
recourse to arms is, as the whole form and content of the Declaration
indicates, not truly rebellion, but really the prudent course, given the
tyrannical designs of the king, by which to uphold the fundamental law.13°

Thus the Declaration restates an old theme, first clearly stated in the
Huguenot (French Calvinist) political thinker, Philip Mornay’s Vindiciae
Contra Tyrannos (1579; but widely circulated in America before the
Revolution)—long before the rise of modern liberalism. The theme is
traceable through such other Calvinistic activities and documents as the
Dutch Declaration of Independence (1581) and the Puritan Army De-
bates (1647) to both the teachings of the colonial Puritans (and their
descendants) and John Locke’s defense of limited government and the
rights and liberties of Englishmen.’® Though nothing explicit is said
about a hierarchy among men, the Declaration is not so optimistic about
human nature as Rossiter supposed. Man is created with inalienable
rights, and yet the necessity of government to secure these rights implies an
ineradicable flaw—quite like original sin (a concept obvious and omni-
present in the Federalist)—in man. This very flaw suggests the necessity
of limitation on governmental power, and the blessing which is man’s in the
existence of an objective, knowable moral order.

Man, though his actions are to be curbed in accordance with the
divinely given moral law, being created with certain inalienable rights,
remains, as DeKoster has said, not a maker of his own destiny, but a
creature with a destiny. This destiny is inextricably bound to the exercise
and honor of these divinely endowed rights.’3> Among these natural and
divinely ordained rights are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. The
similarity to the Lockean triad of life, liberty, and property is evident, es-
pecially in the extensive bill of particulars against the king. Drawn from
the common law and constituting the largest—and central—part of the
plea, the bill of particulars delineates the violation not of abstract prin-
ciples but of inherited and customary (as well as natural) property rights.
There is no right to an equality of condition either stated or implied here.
On the contrary, property rights are clearly among the inalienable rights

129. Eidelberg, A Discourse on Statesmanship, pp. 443-451. Of interest as a pos-
sible Christian influence on the Declaration (and Federalist) re: the “candid world”
to which the plea is addressed is America’s Appeal to the Impartial World (Hart-
ford: E. Watson, 1775), attributed to Moses Mather.

130. The right of rebellion against tyrants is asserted in Federalist no. 28, while
the importance of prudence is an omnipresent theme. See also Rushdoony, This
Independent Republic, pp. 33-40.

131. Rushdoony, ibid.; Hyma, passim, and Davies, passim. Again, though his
temperament was otherwise, this position was implicit in Calvin’s stress on the sov-
ereignty of God and the majesty of His law.

132. Lester DeKoster, Vocabulary of Communism (Grand Rapids: William B.
Eerdmans, 1964), p. 13.
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violated by the king, and so are connected with the self-evident truths,!3?
as well as with liberty and the pursuit of happiness.’®* The right to the
pursuit, rather than the condition (as in the North Vietnamese Declaration
of Independence), of happiness is a right of the individual to be free from
being forced to conform to a unitary definition of happiness. It is thus
the right to pursue—within moral limits!—one’s own understanding of
happiness.'® This allows for diversity and socio-economic inequality, as
does the protection of property rights. Finally, as in Federalist no. 10,
happiness opens the possibility that the individual will wish to acquire non-
material things, or property that is not material: ideas, opinions, knowledge.

Kenyon has criticized the Declaration as an individualistic document
lacking a philosophy by which to distinguish legitimate from illegitimate
interests, as lacking a philosophy which establishes a definite hierarchy of
values by which every opinion and interest could be measured and as-
signed its proper place in the ordered scheme of things. She has pointed
out the difficulty of giving precise definitions of the rights of life, liberty,
and the pursuit of happiness, rights which are claimed to be self-evident.13¢

While the individualism of Locke and Classical Liberalism is perhaps
present in the Declaration, however, so too are such pre-modern systems
of thought as common law and Christianity. In fact, these are even more
evident than the Lockeanism so commonly attributed to the document.137
Moreover, the openness of the Declaration to vertical socio-economic
mobility does not imply a state of intellectual and moral relativism. The
text of the document cannot be understood, in this regard, without an un-
derstanding of the context of a basic moral consensus, founded on simi-
larities of theology and tradition, within which, and to which, the document
was conceived and addressed. As Kenyon notes, “liberty was a word
with a legal and constitutional history in the eighteenth century, and that
history supplied some consensus as to its meaning.” That “Jefferson’s
contemporaries knew or felt the difference between liberty and license” is
certain. That they knew not how to define that difference with precision

133. Self-evident truths—a theme which appears in the opening paragraphs of
Federalist no. 31—are only self-evident because of common presuppositional start-
ing points for diverse individuals: again, the common religious background.

134. Benjamin F. Wright, p. 6. Property rights have their origin in biblical law
(specifically, in the prohibitions against stealing and covetousness, though not only
these), and their theoretical expression in the medieval natural law teaching. See
Rushdoony, The Institutes of Biblical Law.

135. Eidelberg, A Discourse on Statesmanship, pp. 443-451.

136. Kenyon, pp. 35-38.

137. On the problems of Lockeanizing the Declaration, sce M. E. Bradford. Pro-
fessor Bradford has also dealt with this common error, with the misreading of the
Declaration as an egalitarian document, and with related questions in “The Heresy
of Equality: Bradford Replies to Jaffa,” Modern Age 20, no. 1 (Winter, 1976),
pp. 62-67.
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is less certain.’®® That the Declaration sets forth no clearly defined hier-
archy of values according to which one can resolve clashes between rights
of different individuals is beside the point, given its rhetorical intent, which
is neither to establish detailed blueprints by which all men should live,
nor to bring forth the “new nation” claimed by Mr. Lincoln. Its intent is to
establish the justice of the thirteen colonies becoming free and independent
states in order to maintain their inherited ways and law. Furthermore,
the text does recognize the role of prudence, the controlling virtue -of
classical politics. Both medieval and classical politics, even with their
hierarchies of values and bias in favor of the ruler(s) of church or polis,
were ultimately driven back to prudential judgments by the ruler(s) in terms
of the applicability of different values to given situations. Finally, in ana-
lyzing the Declaration, one should not commit the error of its Lockeanizers.
The document must be exegetically studied as a whole containing not only
the rather abstract second paragraph, but also many other politically rele-
vant comments. The American patriots had, in the common law (which is
perhaps most neglected by the Lockeanizers), a standard which to a very
large degree—via precedent—enabled them both to distinguish between
conflicting rights and to stand free of arbitrary rule by an ultimately all-
powerful state. The Declaration was not a document intended to legitimize
simple (narrow) self-interest, nor was it a document secking to subordi-
nate the self-interest of the individual, after the fashion of earlier and later
collectivist systems, to the will of the ruler(s) or to an abstract common
good. Both individualism and community are present.!?® The Declaration
saw self-interest as bounded by knowable moral laws, in (at least) the form
of others’ rights, and sought to maintain a balance between the legitimate
interests of the individual and the good of the body politic, a high purpose
evident in the Constitution and obvious in Federalist no. 10.

Despite the political proclivity of its principal author to approximate the
individualism of the Second Treatise on Government, the Declaration is
not a Lockean document,#® if by that term one means a testament of the
political faith of early modern liberalism. Not only is the evocation of
sacred honor, with which the colonists’ plea ends, pre-Lockean and pre-
modern, but providential God to whom it appeals is foreign to Lockean
politics.'* True, the doctrine of natural rights was the major political

138. This depends, of course, on whom one is talking about. One would expect
the biblically oriented to have far less difficulty with this decision than their rationalis-
tic neighbors—especially if the latter were true to their presuppositions. Intellectual
and moral distinctions also are relevant.

139. David W. Minar, Ideas and Politics: The American Experxence (Homewood,
Ill.: The Dorsey Press, 1964), pp. 80-81.

140. Or at least not mainly a Lockean document.

141. Lockean texts presuppose a God who has created certain knowable rights
into the nature of things, but this God does not intervene in history. See Leo Strauss,
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premise of the Declaration, and without this doctrine there probably would
have been no revolution. But the origin of this doctrine is in the biblical
heritage, from the medieval period onward, and the meaning behind the
language of natural law and natural rights, so prominent in the eighteenth
century was Christian as well as Lockean.'42 Moreover, in the Declaration
the doctrine of natural law and natural rights was based on theological
grounds: Christian theological grounds. The same holds true of the idea
of the contractual basis of society, which is traceable to medieval corona-
tion ceremonies of kings,!*3 but especially, as has been seen, to the medieval
and Calvinistic doctrine of the covenant and to the federal theology of
New England Puritanism. These far antedate Locke. The Dutch Declara-
tion of Independence (1581), itself profoundly influenced by Calvinism
and the Vindiciae (1579) is the first document in modern times to em-
phasize that rulers are responsible to the people and can be deposed by
the people—Iled by the lesser magistrates—for ruling tyrannically, an idea
central to constitutional and republican government.'#* It is not beside the
point that the Dutch Declaration explicitly justifies this not only on the
basis of contract, but upon that of natural law and the ancient ways of the
people and provinces.’5 Finally, it should be remembered that the
colonists quoted Locke as they quoted others: where he defended liberty
and property, not where he advocated majoritarianism.!*® The American
Declaration does see government as based on a contract, having as its end
the security of individuals’ rights. Government derives its just powers from
the consent of the governed—though not only from this, given the validity
of the laws of nature and of nature’s God—and is changeable or tem-
porarily removable if it becomes destructive of the ends for which it is
instituted. But it is a mistake to see the argument of the Declaration as totally
or even dominantly Lockean.

The largest, and central, part of the Declaration, the bill of particular
charges against the king and Parliament, further defines and substantiates
the principles set forth in the document’s second paragraph. It incorporates
George III's violation of the colonists’ traditional and natural rights not
under Lockean philosophy but under the common law. The right of indi-
viduals to be free of arbitrary and unlawful rule is much in evidence,

“John Locke as ‘Authoritarian,’ ” Intercollegiate Review 4, no. 1 (November-Decem-
ber, 1967), pp. 46-48.

142. Kirk, pp. 112, 113; Becker, pp. x, ix; Rushdoony, This Independent Re-
public, pp. 1-8—note especially the Christian influence on Jefferson and Franklin;
Baldwin, passim; Heimert, passim.

143. Kenyon, p. 27.

144. Hyma, pp. 161-170.

145- Ibidt) pp- 167'170-

146. Rushdoony, This Independent Republic, p. 20. Gummere arrives at a simi-
lar conclusion about the colonists’ use of classical authors: the colonists used them
to buttress their own position.
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as are property rights. The concept of property rights is also elaborated
to include the right to free trade with consenting parties in other nations.
Though some scholars have maintained that the actual effect of British
mercantilistic restrictions on economic freedom and prosperity in the
colonies was slight,'4” to a people so schooled in the law the matter of
concern was not so much the degree of injury done by violations of funda-
mental law and liberties as the fact of violation of the principles of that law
and of those liberties. The very fact of the disregard of these fundamental
constitutional principles by those in power meant that the way was left open
for graver injuries in the future, and even for the abolition (in practice)
of those principles. The abolition of “the free System of English Laws in a
neighboring Province,” a clear reference to Canada, evoked the threat of
the eventual introduction of arbitrary and absolute rule into the colonies,
a threat which also evoked memories of the long-standing and recently
renewed episcopal controversy, with its attendant implications of Roman-
ism, enforced national religious uniformity and persecution. Few in the
colonies—Protestant or Catholic—desired such a possibility.

In light of the above considerations, it is not surprising that the authors
of the Declaration appeal for the justice of their cause and the rectitude
of their intentions not only to the candid men to whom the Declaration
is addressed, but ultimately to “the Supreme Judge of the World.” It is
on the protection of His “divine Providence” that they rely for support of
the Declaration and of the independence movement; and it is upon the
support of His divine providence that they mutually pledge to each other
their lives, their fortunes, and their sacred honor.148

Conclusion

Just as the Declaration conjoins the past to the present in its incorpora-
tion of natural law, divine law, and common law, so the principles con-
tained in the Declaration’s embodiment of these fundamental laws and
rights were incorporated into the Constitution, concretely in the Bill of
Rights, and most obviously in the ninth and tenth amendments.#® But
as to the causes of the former document and of the momentous war which
gave it birth, we must join Mr. Roche’s metaphysicians—though certainly
not his gnostics. Piety, religious worship, and even theology were part of
the daily existence of our forefathers of the eighteenth century:

no understanding of the eighteenth century is possible if we uncon-

147. John C. Miller, Origins of the American Revolution (Boston: Little, Brown,
1943), p. 124.

148. The Constitution, though not so obvious in what its authors considered the
source of their obligation, also concludes with an acknowledgement of the Christian
God: “Done . . . in the year of our Lord. . . .”

149. Rushdoony, This Independent Republic, pp. 15, 16.
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sciously omit, or consciously jam out, the religious theme just because
our own milieu is secular. The era of the Enlightenment was far more
an Age of Faith (and Emotion) than an Age of Reason. . . . Religion
had always been very real, immediate and dear to the colonists. . . . The
truth of this is not lost upon us if we approach this era by coming up
to it from the deeply pious seventeenth century rather than by glancing
backward from the impious twentieth.!5°

The main roots of the War for Independence were religious, not secular,

Christian, not humanistic. Indeed, we can very moderately say with
Van Tyne:

Different issues were at different periods uppermost in men’s minds,
and, though they might at times seem most concerned with economic
grievances, the religious one was deep and abiding.!5!

150. Bridenbaugh, pp. xi, xii, xiv.
151. Van Tyne, p. 354.



The Political Philosophy of the Founding Fathers

JouN W. ROBBINS

Political philosophy is not a subject that can be discussed apart from
other subjects; it is not a discrete discipline that can be neatly sequestered
and dissected. Being a subphilosophy, it presupposes answers to certain
fundamental questions: How does one know? What is the nature of man?
Does history have a purpose? and so on. Consequently, to understand
the political philosophy of the Founders, it will be necessary to see how
they answered some of these preliminary questions. Only if one grasps
their view of the nature of man and power will one be able to understand
their emphasis upon checks and balances and limited government. Apart
from such an understanding, all their concern about checks and balances
will appear as so much sterile theorizing, or game playing—or model con-
structing. Let us begin, then, with the question of the nature of man.

The Founders’ View of Human Nature

Not having had the benefit of existentialist philosophy and not accepting
the Enlightenment optimism about the nature of man, the Founders believed
that there indeed was such a thing as human nature, and that it was evil.
There is, in the words of Madison, a “degree of depravity in mankind
which requires a certain degree of circumspection and distrust.”* Madison
speaks of the “caprice and wickedness of man,”? and of the “infirmities
and depravities of the human character.” Phrases like these could be
multiplied, but these are sufficient to show that the Founders, or at least
Madison, co-author of the Federalist, and putative Father of the Constitu-
tion, did not succumb to that childish optimism about the goodness of hu-
man nature that characterized so much of eighteenth-century thought.
Hamilton, another author of the Federalist, remarks upon the “folly and
wickedness of mankind,”* and declares that he regards “human nature
as it is, without flattering its virtue or exaggerating its vices.”> Conse-
quently, he believes that “men are ambitious, vindictive, and rapacious.”®

This pessimistic view of man is shared by Jay, the third author of the
Federalist, who sees men as governed by “dictates of personal interest”’
and who will therefore “swerve from good faith and justice.”® Even Jeffer-

1. Federalist, 55, p. 346 (Rossiter edition). 6. Ibid., 6, p. 54.
2. Ibid., p. 353. 4. Ibid., 78, p. 471. 1. Ibid., 2, p. 40.
3. Ibid., 37, p. 231. 5. Ibid., 76, p. 458. 8. Ibid., 3, p. 43.
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son, who, along with Franklin, is cited as the Founder most influenced by
Enlightenment thought, pointed out that
Free government is founded on jealousy, not in confidence; it is jealousy
and not confidence which prescribes limited constitutions, to bind those
we are obliged to trust with power. In questions of power, let no more
be heard of confidence in man but bind him down from mischief by
the chains of the constitution.?

John Adams was of the opinion that

Every man hates to have a superior, but no man is willing to have an
equal; every man desires to be superior to all others. . . . We may
look as wise and moralize as gravely as we will; we may call this
desire of distinction childish and silly; but we cannot alter the nature
of men. . . .1°
Samuel Adams, usually regarded as one of the radicals, believed that such
is “the depravity of mankind that ambition and lust of power above the
law are . . . predominant passions in the breasts of most men.”!!

From all this evidence, we can see that the Founders generally were
quite skeptical about human nature. But while they perceived the depravity
of human nature, that depravity was not absolute. Man was a mixture of
good and evil. As Madison put it,

As there is a degree of depravity in mankind which requires a certain
degree of circumspection and distrust, so there are other qualities in
human nature which justify a certain portion of esteem and confidence.
Republican government presupposes the existence of these qualities
in a higher degree than any other form.!2
Hamilton believed that the “supposition of universal venality in human
nature is little less an error . . . than the supposition of universal recti-
tude.”?® Yet this qualification of the Founders’ view of man must not be
exaggerated. One of the ablest students of the Federalist has cautioned that
No matter how often the authors admit that there are people who are
sufficiently reasonable and good to be trusted with self-government,
the Federalist entertains, on the whole, a rather pessimistic view of
human nature.'*

The views of Adams and Washington were very similar to those of
Madison and Hamilton; again, the only possible exceptions of any im-
portance are Jefferson and Franklin, the first of whom did not participate
in the writing of the Constitution.®

9. Resolution Relative to the Alien and Sedition Laws (1798).

10. The Works of John Adams, Second President of the United States: With a Life
of the Author, Charles Adams, ed. (Boston, 1850-1856), vol. VI, p. 209.

11. The Diary and Autobiography of Samuel Adams, vol. 11, p. 59.

12. Federalist, 55, p. 346.

13. Ibid., 76, p. 458.

14. Gottfried Dietze, The Federalist, p. 259.

15. Bailyn writes that “This basic concept of human nature [as evil}, which would
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Skepticism about the present state of human nature, however, is not
the total picture. Human nature is not malleable by human means. Men
would always be men. Dietze writes concerning the Federalist:

This raises the question of whether the contributors to this American
classic believe that man can be improved. The answer is in the nega-
tive. No millennium is foreseen in which human selfishness would
disappear and in which it would be possible to live happily without
the restraints of government. All kinds of men, whether poor or rich,
whether of common or aristocratic stock, are selfish and always
will be.16

The idea that human nature would be transformed in the future was
something quite foreign to the Founders; they lived, fortunately for us,
before the time of Marx and Darwin. As John Adams wrote,

the perfectibility of man is only human and terrestrial perfectibility.
Cold will still freeze, and fire will never cease to burn; disease and vice
will continue to disorder and death to terrify mankind.l?

The Founders’ View of Power

Because they regarded men as incorrigible, the Founders distrusted any
aggregation of political power. Jefferson has already been quoted on the
necessity of limiting the powers of the government by a constitution.
Madison, in Federalist 51, concerns himself with the problem of power
and its containment:

But the great security against a gradual concentration of the several
powers in the same department consists in giving to those who ad-
minister each department the necessary constitutional means and
personal motives to resist encroachments of the others. The provision
for defense must in this, as in all other cases, be made commensurate
to the danger of attack. Ambition must be made to counteract am-
bition. The interest of the man must be connected with the constitu-
tional rights of the place. It may be a reflection on human nature that
such devices should be necessary to control the abuses of government.
But what is government itself but the greatest of all reflections on
human nature? If men were angels, no government would be necessary.
If angels were to govern men, neither external nor internal controls
on government would be necessary.!®

Benjamin Rush, in his “Observations on the Government of Pennsyl-
vania,” declared that under the Pennsylvania constitution,

attain its greatest fame in the Federalist, appears full blown in the colonies well be-
fore the Revolutionary years, and may be traced back, intact, to the early eighteenth-
century transmitters of English opposition thought,” in The Ideological Origins of the
American Revolution (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1967), p. 61n.

16. Dietze, op. cit., p. 259.

17. Works of John Adams, vol. VI, p. 279.

18. Federalist, 51, pp. 321-322.
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the supreme, absolute, and uncontrolled power of the State is . . . in
the hands of one body of men. Had it been lodged in the hands of
one man, it would have been less dangerous to the safety and liberties
of the community. Absolute power should never be trusted to man.!®

Jefferson attacked the Constitution of his native Virginia on much the
same grounds in his “Notes on Virginia”:

All the powers of government, legislative, executive, and judiciary,
results to the legislative body. The concentrating these in the same
hands is precisely the definition of despotic governments. It will be
no alleviation that these powers will be exercised by a plurality of
hands, and not by a single one. One hundred and seventy-three despots
would surely be as oppressive as one. . . . An elective despotism was
not the government we fought for, but one which should not only be
founded on free principles, but in which the powers of government
should be so divided and balanced among several bodies of magis-
tracy, as that no one could transcend their legal limits, without being
effectually checked and restrained by the others.2°

Jefferson, while he may have been more optimistic about human nature
per se than other Founders, was certainly not optimistic about the goodness
of men possessing power. Whether Jefferson thought, as Acton was later
to say, that “power tends to corrupt,” is difficult to say. What is not
difficult to say is that Jefferson distrusted men with political power.2!

John Adams expressed his distrust of both human nature and political
power by noting that under the new state constitution, “The people will
have unbounded power. And the people are extremely addicted to corrup-
tion and venality, as well as the great.”?> Democrats, the Founders were
not. Adams expressed his views that it is wrong “to flatter the democratical
portion of society”; after all,

There is no reason to believe the one [the people] much honester or
wiser than the other [kings or nobility]; they are all of the same clay;
their minds and bodies are alike . . . as to usurping others’ rights, they
are all three [kings, nobles, people] equally guilty when unlimited in
power. No wise man will trust either with an opportunity; and every
judicious legislator will set all three to watch and control each other
. . . the people, when they have been unchecked, have been as unjust,
tyrannical, brutal, barbarous, and cruel, as any king or senate pos-

19. Dagobert D. Runes, ed., The Selected Works of Benjamin Rush (New York,
1947), p. 57. Quoted by Gottfried Dietze, America’s Political Dilemma: From Limited
to Unlimited Democracy (Johns Hopkins, 1968), p. 145.

20. The Life and Selected Writings of Thomas Jefferson, Adrienne Koch and
William Peden, eds., p. 237.

21. Samuel Adams did believe that power tends to corrupt: It “converts a good
man in private life to a tyrant in office”; it “is known to be intoxicating in its
nature”; and reason and religion have never “been sufficiently powerful to restrain
these lusts of men.” Diary and Autobiography, 11, p. 59.

22. Adams Family Correspondence, Lyman H. Butterfield, et al., eds. (Cambridge,
1963), vol. II, pp. 27-28.
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sessed of uncontrollable power. The majority has eternally, without
one exception, usurped the rights of the minority.?*

Adams wrote his Defense of the Constitutions of Government of the
United States of America partially in rejoinder to a letter written by the
French philosophe Turgot, in which Turgot criticized the constitutions of
the United States as too imitative of the British in their concern for sepa-
ration of powers. What they needed, wrote Turgot, was a greater cen-
tralization of power, not a fragmentation of power. Herein lies a major
difference between French political thought and the thought of the Found-
ing Fathers. Always wary of concentrated power, they objected not only to
monarchy and aristocracy, but to democracy as well. Madison in the
Tenth Federalist wrote that in a pure democracy,

There is nothing to check the inducements to sacrifice the weaker
party or an obnoxious individual. Hence it is that such democracies
have ever been spectacles of turbulence and contention; have ever
been found incompatible with personal security or the rights of
property; and have in general been as short in their lives as they have
been violent in their deaths.?*

Thomas Paine, the English author of Common Sense, did not speak
for the Founding Fathers on this issue, just as he did not on others. In
Adams’ opinion, Paine “seems to have very inadequate ideas of what is
proper and necessary to be done in order to form constitutions for single
colonies, as well as a great model of union for the whole.”?> The major
objection to Common Sense was, in Adams’ words, that Paine’s plan

was so democratical, without any restraint or even an attempt at any
equilibrium or counterpoise, that it must produce confusion and every
evil work.26

Not being democrats, nor monarchists, nor aristocrats, what were the
Founders? To a man, they were republicans, and “republic,” for them,
had a specific meaning. A republic was, first of all, larger in physical size
than a democracy.?” Second, it was a system of representative govern-
ment.2® Third, it was a government of checks and balances.?® And fourth,
it was a limited government.?® Despite all their rhetoric about the sov-
ereignty of the people, the Founders did not want the “people”—whoever
they are—to be sovereign in the sense of having unlimited power. The
“sovereignty of the people” seems to have the strict meaning that the

23. The Works of John Adams, VI, p. 10.

24. Federalist, 10, p. 81.

25. Adams Family Correspondence, 1, p. 363.

26. Diary and Autobiography of John Adams, Lyman H. Butterfield, et al., eds.
(Cambridge, 1961), vol. III, p. 333.

27. See Madison, Federalist, 10. 29. Ibid., and Federalist, 51.

28. Ibid. 30. Federalist, 78.
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people, in extremis, have the right “to alter or abolish” their government if
it becomes destructive of its proper end. Popular sovereignty was some-
thing that existed outside of the political system. Within the system no one
and no group was sovereign. Power would check power; ambition would
check ambition.

To what expedient, then shall we finally resort, for maintaining in
practice the necessary partition of power among the several depart-
ments as laid down in the Constitution? The only answer that can be
given is that as all these exterior provisions are found to be inadequate
the defect must be supplied, by so contriving the interior structure of
the government that as its several constituent parts may, by their
mutual relations, be the means of keeping each other in their proper
places . . . the great security against a gradual concentration of the
several powers in the same department consists in giving to those who
administer each department the necessary constitutional means and
personal motives to resist encroachments of the others. . . . Ambition
must be made to counteract ambition. . . .3

There was none of the Lockean view of legislative supremacy in the norma-
tive thought of the Founders. Instead, they feared that the legislature
might draw all power into itself, and so divided it into two bodies. Britain
was the home of legislative supremacy, and the Founders desired to create
in America what Britain was putatively—and erroneously—believed to
possess, a genuine separation of powers.

But a separation of powers was not enough. There must also be a limita-
tion on the power of the central government. The Founders did not intend
to create another English Parliament. That body, to quote Sir William
Blackstone and Sir Edward Coke,

is so transcendent and absolute, that it cannot be confined either for
causes or persons, within any bound. . . . It hath sovereign and un-
controllable authority in the making, confirming, enlarging, restrain-
ing, abrogating, repealing, reviving, and expounding of laws, concern-
ing matters of all possible denominations; ecclesiastical or temporal;
civil, military, maritime, or criminal; this being the place where that
absolute despotic power which must, in all governments, reside some-
where, is intrusted by the Constitution of these kingdoms. . . . It
[Parliament] can change and create afresh even the Constitution of
the kingdom. . . . It can, in short, do everything that is not naturally
impossible to be done; and, therefore, some have not scrupled to call
its power, by a figure rather too bold, the omnipotence of Parliament.32

Contrast this declaration of unlimited power with the Federalist:

31. Madison, Federalist, 51, pp. 320-322. John Adams wrote, “A legislative, an
executive, and a judicial power comprehend the whole of what is meant and under-
stood by government. It is by balancing each of these powers against the other two
that the efforts in human nature towards tyranny can alone be checked and restrained
and any degree of freedom preserved in the constitution” (Works, IV, p. 186).

32. Quoted by Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America.
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Some who have not denied the necessity of the power of taxation have
grounded a very fierce attack against the constitution, on the language
in which it is defined. It has been urged and echoed that the power
“to lay and collect taxes, duties, imposts, and excises, to pay the debts,
and provide for the common defense and general welfare of the United
States,” amounts to an unlimited commission to exercise every power
which may .be alleged to be necessary for the common defense or
general welfare. No stronger proof could be given of the distress under
which the writers labor for objections, than their stooping to such a
misconstruction . . . what color can the objection have, when a specifi-
cation of the objects alluded to by these general terms immediately
follows and is not even separated by a longer pause than a semicolon?33

The central government, under both the Articles of Confederation and
the Constitution, was to be a government of enumerated and delegated
powers, not a government of innumerable and original powers. Only by
tying men down with the chains of the Constitution could one hope to
create and maintain a free society.

The Founders’ View of Conspiracies

Because they were convinced that men are envious, ambitious, and
untrustworthy by nature, the Founders logically were suspicious of any
evidences of intrigue, cabal, or conspiracy among men. Perhaps the most
famous example of their concern with conspiracy is that found in the
Declaration of Independence: “But when a long train of abuses and
usurpations, pursuing invariably the same Object evinces a design to re-
duce them under absolute Despotism. . . .” This Declaration, of course,
was written by Jefferson and passed by the Second Continental Congress,
but the concern with conspiracy was pervasive. As Bailyn has pointed out,

What the leaders of the Revolutionary movement themselves said lay
behind the convulsion of the time—what they themselves said was the
cause of it all—was nothing less than a deliberate “design”—a con-
spiracy—of ministers of state and their underlings to overthrow the
British Constitution, both in England and America, and to blot out, or
at least severely reduce, English liberties. So it was commonly said.
But by whom? It was said not merely by acknowledged firebrands
like Samuel Adams . . . but by every major leader of the Revolutionary
movement in the years before independence: by John Adams, con-
tinuously, elaborately, year after year from 1765 to 1775, in his
private as well as his public writings; by the cautious, conservative
lawyer John Dickinson . . . ; by Thomas Jefferson. . . .3¢

Not being under the sway of Marx or Hegel, the Founders did not assign
much importance to the idea that history is governed by blind, impersonal

33. Federalist, 41, pp. 262-263.
34. Bernard Bailyn, The Origins of American Politics (New York, 1967), pp.
11-12.
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“forces” and that human action is, at best, an epiphenomenon. Ideas do
have consequences, but only if they are held by persons. One does not
revolt against ideas, nor even against laws—if one believes that the law-
makers are not maliciously and deliberately making bad laws; one revolts
against evil men with evil purposes. The Americans seceded from the
British Empire because

They saw about them, with increasing clarity, not merely mistaken, or
even evil, policies violating the principles upon which freedom rested,
but what appeared to be evidence of nothing less than a deliberate as-
sault launched surreptitiously by plotters against liberty both in Eng-
land and in America.3%

George Washington and George Mason, writing the Fairfax Resolves of
1774, declared that the problem had been caused by a “regular, sys-
tematic plan” of oppression. In a private letter, Washington expressed
his belief that “These measures are the result of deliberation. . . . I am
as fully convinced as I am of my own existence that there has been a
regular, systematic plan formed to enforce them.”36

The issue of conspiracy, Bailyn writes, was the crucial issue. Without
belief in a ministerial conspiracy against the freedom of Americans and
Englishmen, there would have been no secession:

That this was the issue, for thoughtful and informed people, on which
decisions of loyalty to the government turned is nowhere so clearly
and sensitively related as in the record of Peter Van Schaack.3”

Van Schaack, it seems, used Locke to oppose the patriots; and the crucial
issue in his mind was whether or not there was a conspiracy against the
rights of Englishmen. If there were not, then, Van Schaack wrote,

I cannot therefore think the government dissolved; and as long as the
society lasts, the power that every individual gave the society when he
entered into it, can never revert to the individual again but will always
remain in the community.38

The Founders’ belief in the evil of human nature, the untrustworthiness

of men with power, and their disbelief in impersonal historical “forces”
led them, quite logically, to a suspicion of conspiracies in high places.

The Founders’ View of Human Rights

One of the problems of dealing with the political thought of the Founders
is its compactness. By this I mean that the Founders held certain ideas that
were in themselves inconsistent, yet the inconsistency entirely or largely

35. Bernard Bailyn, The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution, p. 95.
36. Ibid., p. 120. .

37. 1bid., p. 149.

38. Ibid., p. 150.
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escaped their notice. I have previously alluded to their belief in limited
government, government limited by a higher law, the Constitution, and also
to their belief that the people are sovereign. The conflict between these
ideas was not apparent to the Founders, nor was the conflict between the
ideas of innate, inalienable rights and justice.?® The rhetoric of human
rights was pervasive, yet ambiguous. There was no idea—so common
among present-day libertarians and other right-wing hippies—that rights
exist apart from God. The most famous statement of human rights, that con-
tained in the Declaration of Independence, declared that men “are endowed
by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life,
Liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” Atheism was unknown among the
Founders; Jefferson and Franklin were, at worst, Deists. And a man like
Adams could wax prophetic in his analysis of the consequences of politi-
cal atheism:

Is there a possibility that the government of nations may fall into the
hands of men who teach the most disconsolate of all creeds, that men
are but fireflies and that this all is without a father? Is this the way
to make man, as man, an object of respect? Or is it to make murder
itself as indifferent as shooting a plover, and the extermination of the
Rohilla nation as innocent as the swallowing of mites on a morsel of
cheese?40

Adams was quick to grasp that the eradication of the God of the Bible
must inevitably lead to the eradication of men, who are, after all, made in
the image of God.

The ideas of human rights and God as the grantor of those rights were
so closely intertwined in the thought of some of the Founders that they
were not aware of the radically anti-Christian implications of the notion of
inalienable rights. For an example of this juxtaposition—and even identi-
fication—of human rights and God’s law, another quotation from Adams
will serve:

Property is surely a right of mankind as really as liberty. . . . The mo-
ment, the idea is admitted into society, that property is not as sacred as
the laws of God and that there is not a force of law and public justice
to protect it, anarchy and tyranny commence. If THOU SHALT NOT
COVET, and THOU SHALT NOT STEAL, were not commandments
of Heaven, they must be made inviolable precepts in every society,
before it can be civilized or made free.4!

No current defender of human rights would make such a statement,
simply because the implicit humanism of the idea of innate and inalienable

39. For a discussion of the logical contradictions involved in believing the ideas
of justice and inalienable rights, see the author’s Answer to Ayn Rand, pp. 116-121.

40. Works, vol. VI, p. 281.

41. Ibid., pp. 8-9.
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human rights has become explicit. Man can stand alone now; he has no
need of God or God’s law; his own nature is the source of his rights. This
process of differentiation began with the War for Independence, and
reached its logical culmination in the French Revolution. Cut loose from
any ties to divine law, the notion of human rights expanded, so that there
was no logical stopping place between the right to life, and the right to
have one’s life maintained by others. Cut loose from its theistic and
biblical basis, the notion of innate human rights led logically to the terror.
Fortunately, for us, this development did not occur in America at the
time of the Revolution or during the framing of the Constitution. Our in-
stitutions were already established before the humanism present in the
notion of human rights became predominant.*2

There was another characteristic of the Founders’ use of the idea of
human rights that ought not to be overlooked: its rootedness in law and
history. As Bailyn notes:

But what were these all-important “natural rights”? They were de-
fined in a significantly ambiguous way. They were understood to be
at one and the same time the inalienable, indefeasible rights inherent in
people as such, and the concrete specifications of English law.43

The airy—and, of more importance, erroneous—abstractions of the
philosophes, the disdain for history displayed by the thinkers of the En-
lightenment, played a very small part in the natural-right thinking of the
Founders. Their concern was for the rights of Englishmen, and the rights
of Englishmen were spelled out adequately, if not completely, in the com-
mon law. Codification of rights was an impossibility:

To claim more, to assert that all rights might be written into a com-
prehensive bill or code was surely, James Otis declared, “the insolence
of a haughty and imperious minister . . . the flutter of a coxcomb, the
pedantry of a quack, and the nonsense of a pettifogger.”

The best that could be hoped for was a minimal statement of the right
of men, and that statement, according to Alexander Hamilton, was the
Constitution itself:

The truth is, after all the declamations we have heard, that the Con-

42. The movement of thought can be seen in one quotation from John Dickinson:
“We claim them [rights] from a higher source—from the King of kings, and Lord
of all the earth. They are not annexed to us by parchments and seals. They are
created in us by the decrees of Providence, which establish the laws of our nature.
They are born with us; exist with us; and cannot be taken from us by any human
power without taking our lives. In short, they are founded on the immutable maxims
of reason and justice.” “An Address to the Committee of Correspondence in Bar-
bados . . .” (Philadelphia, 1766). Quoted in Bailyn, Ideological Origins, p. 187.

43, Ibid., p. 77.

44, Ibid., p. 78.
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stitution is itself, in every rational sense, and to every useful purpose,
A BILL OF RIGHTS.%

The Constitution which Hamilton was writing about was, of course, the
Constitution without the first ten amendments, those we commonly call the
Bill of Rights. The rights of the people were spelled out not in positive
phrases, but in negative terms; Hamilton found positive terms meaningless:

What signifies a declaration that “the liberty of the press shall be in-
violably preserved”? What is the liberty of the press? Who can give
it any definition which would not leave the utmost latitude for evasion?

Hamilton preferred the “thou shalt nots”:

Judgment in cases of impeachment shall not. . . .

The privilege of the writ of habeas corpus shall not. . . .

No bill of attainder or ex post facto law. . . .

No title of nobility. . . .

No attainder of treason shall work corruption of blood. . . .46

Hamilton went even further and argued that bills of rights appended
to the Constitution could pose a serious danger:

I go further and affirm that bills of rights, in the sense and to the extent
in which they are contended for, are not only unnecessary in the pro-
posed Constitution but would even be dangerous. They would contain
various exceptions to the powers which are not granted; and, on this
very account, would afford a colorable pretext to claim more than were
granted. For why declare that things shall not be done which there
is no power to do? Why, for instance should it be said that the liberty
of the press shall not be restrained, when no power is given by which
restrictions may be imposed? I will not contend that such a provision
would confer a regulatory power; but it is evident that it would furnish,
to men disposed to usurp, a plausible pretense for claiming that power.4”

Indeed, in the first Federalist published, Hamilton noted that

a dangerous ambition more often lurks behind the specious mask of
zeal for the rights of the people than under the forbidding appearance
of zeal for the firmness and efficiency of government. History will teach
us that the former has been found a much more certain road to the
introduction of despotism than the latter, and that of those men who
have overturned the liberties of republics, the greatest number have
begun their career by paying an obsequious court to the people, com-
mencing demagogues and ending tyrants.48

Madison believed that bills of rights were useless:

[Elxperience proves the inefficacy of a bill of rights on those oc-
casions when its control is most needed. Repeated violations of the
parchment barriers have been committed by overbearing majorities in

45. Federalist, 84, p. 515. 47. Ibid., pp. 513-514.
46. Ibid., p. 511. 48. Federalist, 1, p. 35.
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every state. In Virginia I have seen the bill of rights violated in every
instance where it has been opposed to a popular current.4®

Madison was fond of the phrase, “parchment barriers,” and used it in the
Federalist to show that the government, through checks and balances, must
be constituted so as to limit itself; even “thou shalt nots” are ineffectual if
all power be given to one body. If human rights are to be protected by
government, then the government must be limited in its powers, and
divided in its functions.

The Sources of the Founders’ Political Philosophy

In this bicentennial era, nearly everyone with an axe to grind will be
taking credit for the American Revolution, for it was, and remains, the only
successful Revolution in the world. Irving Kristol has expressed this idea
in these words:

It was a mild and relatively bloodless revolution. A war was fought, to
be sure, and soldiers died in that war. But the rules of civilized warfare,
as then established, were for the most part quite scrupulously observed
by both sides: there was none of the butchery which we have come to
accept as a natural concomitant of revolutionary warfare. More im-
portant, there was practically none of the off-battleficld savagery which
we now assume to be inevitable in revolutions. There were no revolu-
tionary tribunals dispensing “revolutionary justice”; there was no reign
of terror; there were no bloodthirsty proclamations by the Continental
Congress. Tories were dispossessed of their property, to be sure, and
many were rudely hustled off into exile; but so far as I have been able
to determine, not a single Tory was executed for harboring counter-
revolutionary opinions. . . . As Tocqueville later remarked, with only
a little exaggeration, the Revolution “contracted no alliance with the
turbulent passions of anarchy, but its course was marked, on the con-
trary, by a love of order and law.”5°

What accounts for this restraint, this reluctance, in the Revolution? The
answer to that question must be sought in the sources upon which the
thought of the Founders—both leaders and followers—drew. The diffi-
culty, or one of the difficulties, involved in tracing such influence is sorting
out the determinative sources from those used for their rhetorical effects.
The Founders, particularly the authors of the Federalist, for example, made
frequent allusions to and mentions of the writers of classical antiquity.
But, as Bailyn points out,

This elaborate display of classical authors is deceptive. Often the learn-

49. Letter from Madison to Jefferson, 17 October 1788, The Papers of Thomas

Jefferson, Julian P. Boyd, ed., vol. XIV, p. 19.
50. “The American Revolution As a Successful Revolution,” America’s Con-

tinuing Revolution, 1974, p. 9.



64 JOURNAL OF CHRISTIAN RECONSTRUCTION

ing behind it was superficial; often the citations appear to have been
dragged in as “window dressing. . . .”5!

John Adams, it seems, in 1774 had listed Plato as a proponent of
equality and self-government. When he later read Plato’s Republic, he
was more or less in agreement with Jefferson’s assessment of Plato’s
Dialogues as “sophisms, futilities, and incomprehensibilities.”®> What in-
terested the Founders more than anything else in the classical age was
Greek and Roman history. Ancient history furnished innumerable ex-
amples of what government should not be. The history of Greece was a
lesson-book in the dangers of democracy, and the history of Rome was a
lesson-book in usurpation and tyranny. As Bailyn writes: “The classics of
the ancient world are everywhere in the literature of the Revolution, but
they are everywhere illustrative, not determinative, of thought.”5?

A more influential source, thinks Bailyn, is Enlightenment thought:

The ideas and writings of the leading secular thinkers of the European
Enlightenment—reformers and social critics like Voltaire, Rousseau,
and Beccaria as well as conservative analysts like Montesquieu—
were quoted everywhere in the colonies, by everyone who claimed a
broad awareness.%*

But, Bailyn concludes, most of these citations and quotations are illus-
trative, not determinative, just as was the case with classical writers:

The citations are plentiful, but the knowledge they reflect, like that of
the ancient classics, is at times superficial. Locke is cited often with
precision on points of political theory, but at other times he is re-
ferred to in the most offhand way as if he could be relied on to support
anything the writers happened to be arguing.5’

Moreover, Bailyn points out, everyone, not merely the Patriots, cited
the Enlightenment thinkers with authority. In a case mentioned above,
Peter Van Schaack even opposed independence on the basis of his reading
of Locke. Russell Kirk has concluded that:

From studies of Americans’ reading during that period, the answer
seems to be that educated Americans often mentioned Locke on the
eve of the Revolution, but seldom read his books at first hand.5¢

Even Jefferson, whose political philosophy is looked upon as Lockean,
cited the English jurists Coke and Kames in his public papers and Com-
monplace Book more frequently than he cited Locke. Kirk finds the

51. Bailyn, Ideological Origins, p. 24.

52. Ibid.

53. Ibid., p. 26.
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55. 1Ibid., p. 28.

56. Russell Kirk, The Roots of American Order (Open Court, 1974), p. 291.
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fact that the Carolina settlers rejected “root and branch” Locke’s “Fun-
damental Constitutions of Carolina,” “a chastening thought for those
historians who argue that John Locke’s writings formed the American
political mind. . . .”%7
One cighteenth-century philosopher who influenced the Founders was
David Hume. Quoted only once in the eighty-five papers comprising the
Federalist, his influence can be seen in a passage like this from Madison’s
pen:
The faculties of the mind itself have never yet been distinguished and
defined with satisfactory precision by all the efforts of the most acute
and metaphysical philosophers. . .. When we pass from the works of na-
ture, in which all the delineations are perfectly accurate and appear to be
otherwise only from the imperfection of the eye which surveys them, to
the institutions of man, in which the obscurity arises as well from the ob-
ject itself as from the organ by which it is contemplated, we must per-
ceive the necessity of moderating still further our expectations and
hopes from the efforts of human sagacity.>®

Madison goes on in this vein for a few more pages—this passage is not
unique. Hume’s History of England was the most widely read history in
the colonies, according to Kirk, and even though Hume provoked oc-
casional hostility, his influence should not be overlooked. Hume’s major
accomplishment was, of course, to defeat the Rationalism of the eighteenth
century at its own game: to use rational arguments to undermine ra-
tionalism. He acted as a counterbalancing force to the philosophes and
the other rationalists of the period.

Another influence on the thought of the Founders that has already been
mentioned is the common law. This source Bailyn finds “manifestly in-
fluential in shaping the awareness of the Revolutionary generation.”*® But
the common law, while certainly influential in the development of the
ideas of human rights and constitutionalism, “was no science of what to
do next.” Therefore, Bailyn concludes, “it did not in itself determine
the kinds of conclusions men would draw in the crisis of the time.”%°

Bailyn sees “a major source of ideas and attitudes of the Revolutionary
generation [in the] political and social theories of New England Puritanism,
and particularly . . . [in] the ideas associated with covenant theology.”®! This
source, which Bailyn does not believe to be the major influence on the
Founders’ political thought, nevertheless “offered a context for everyday
events nothing less than cosmic in its dimensions,”%? in short, a weltan-
shauung, a world-view. Bailyn, however, believes that ‘“The ultimate
origins of this distinctive ideological strain [the Founders’ philosophy] lay

57. 1bid., p. 317. 60. Ibid.
58. Federalist, 37, pp. 227-228. 61. Ibid., p. 32.
59. Bailyn, op. cit., p. 31. 62. Ibid.
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in the radical social and political thought of the English Civil War and of
the Commonwealth period. . . .”% In short, during the ascendancy of
Oliver Cromwell and the Roundheads. Who were the writers who shaped
this thought? John Milton, James Harrington, Henry Neville, Algernon
Sidney, John Trenchard, Thomas Gordon, Benjamin Hoadley, Francis
Hutcheson, Philip Doddridge, and Isaac Watts, the hymn writer. But after
Bailyn has made this list and stated his opinion that it was these thinkers—
as distinct from the others I have mentioned above—that shaped and
determined the political thought of the “Revolutionary generation,” Bailyn
makes this remark: “on the main points of theory the eighteenth-century
contributors to this tradition were not original. Borrowing heavily from
more original thinkers, they were often, in their own time and after, dis-
missed as mere popularizers.” What Bailyn does find “original” about these
men—if indeed it is proper to call it original at all—is their pessimism:
They were the Cassandras of the age. . . . They insisted, at a time
when government was felt to be less oppressive than it had been for
two hundred years, that it was necessaritly—Dby its very nature—hostile
to human liberty and happiness. . . . [they] grounded their thought
in pessimism concerning human nature and in the discouraging record
of human weakness.%

We are, then, brought back to where we began this essay: the incor-
rigible nature of man. That view is a part of the weltanshauung of the New
England Puritans—the covenant theology of Calvin. Perhaps, then, we
ought to give further consideration to this influence on the thought of the
Founders. Bailyn has called it “a major influence,” but not “the major
influence.” Nearly all historians will agree that it was not the only in-
fluence. But if one traces out the thought of the Founders, the conclusion
seems inescapable that the major influence was indeed the religion of the
colonies and of the people.

Historian C. Gregg Singer has pointed out that,

very few of the radicals of 1776 found their way into the Philadelphia
meeting [the Constitutional Convention]. Franklin was there, to be
sure, but a subdued Franklin in contrast to the philosopher of 1776.
Conspicuous for their absence were the most forceful of the liberal
Deist leaders: Jefferson, Richard Henry Lee, and Thomas Paine.
There is abundant evidence that evangelical Christianity was held in
much higher respect by the majority in the Convention of 1787 than
it had been in 1776 when the majority seemed to be Deists and
Unitarians.%

Providence seems to have made radical thought—and it was not radical

63. Ibid., p. 34.

64. Ibid., pp. 46-48.

65. C. Gregg Singer, A Theological Interpretation of American History, 1969,
p- 44.
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by today’s standards—more influential when it was needed to break the
bonds that bound the colonies and England together, and then forced it
to recede while the less radical, less democratic ideas of the Christians
came to the fore.

The influence of Puritanism, of Calvinism, ought not to be underrated,
as it has tended to be, due to the biases of historians. In the words of
Russell Kirk: “In the beginning America was Protestant. . . .6

In colonial America, everyone with the rudiments of schooling knew
one book thoroughly: The Bible. And the Old Testament mattered as
much as the New, for the American colonies were founded in a time of
renewed Hebrew scholarship, and the Calvinistic character of Chris-
tian faith in early America emphasized the legacy of Israel. . . .

John Calvin’s Hebrew scholarship, and his expounding of the doctrine
of sin and human depravity, impressed the Old Testament aspect of
Christianity more strongly upon America than upon European states
or other lands where Christians were in the majority.%?

Kirk, who cannot be suspected of Calvinist sympathies, is not alone in his
judgment of the influence of covenant theology. Bailyn writes that

In one sense this [Puritanism] was the most limited and parochial tradi-
tion that contributed in an important way to the writings of the
Revolution, for it drew mainly from local sources and, whatever the
extent of its newly acquired latitudinarianism, was yet restricted in its
appeal to those who continued to understand the world, as the original
Puritans had, in theological terms. But in another sense it contained
the broadest ideas of all, since it offered a context for everyday events
nothing less than cosmic in its dimensions. It carried on into the
eighteenth century and into the minds of the Revolutionaries the idea,
originally worked out in the sermons and tracts of the settlement pe-
riod, that the colonization of British America had been an event de-
signed by the hand of God to satisfy his ultimate aims. Reinvigorated
in its historical meaning by newer works . . . this influential strain of
thought, found everywhere in the eighteenth-century colonies, stimu-
lated confidence in the idea that America had a special place . . . in
the architecture of God’s intent.®®

John Adams, influenced by the theology of the Puritans, perceived the
settling of the colonies in this way:

I always consider the settlement of America with reverence and
wonder—as the opening of a grand scene and design in providence
for the illumination of the ignorant and the emancipation of the slavish
part of mankind all over the earth.®®

66. Kirk, op. cit., p. 229.

67. Ibid., pp. 45-47.

68. Bailyn, op. cit., pp. 32-33.
69. Works, 111, p. 452n.
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Adams’ “admiration [for Puritanism] extended even to late sixteenth-
century Dutch Calvinists,” according to historian Richard Morris.”

Adams drew upon his Puritan heritage for not only his stout repub-
licanism but his obsession with virtue. . . . The tradition of Puritan
resistance to tyrannical government found expression in one of Adams’s
earliest writings, his “Dissertation on the Canon and the Feudal Law,”
written and published in 1765. . . . To Adams, the Puritans had
effected the Revolution, and the Patriots merely secured its benefits.™

Morris, of course, cannot be accused of any bias favoring the Puritans.
We can only conclude from this evidence, and from evidence too volumi-
nous to include in this essay, that the thought of the Founders was pro-
foundly influenced by the Calvinism of the country, even though none of
the major figures may have been a strictly orthodox Calvinist. The ideas
that were held almost unanimously—the corruption of human nature, the
distrust of men with political power, the necessity of virtue for a free so-
ciety, the denial of sovereign governmental power, the belief that govern-
ment ought to be limited, checked, and balanced, and the idea of the rule
of law—are ideas that flow from the Calvinist background of the Founders
and of the colonies. But, and this is important to note, the ideas were
not held consistently, and they were adulterated by other influences.
Despite their inconsistencies and weaknesses, however, the Founders
acted upon ideas derived from a reformed and biblical political philosophy,
and succeeded in establishing the nearest thing to a Christian constitutional
republic that the modern world has ever seen. We risk misinterpreting
and/or rejecting their ideas at our peril.

70. Richard B. Morris, Seven Who Shaped Our Destiny (New York, 1973), p. 77.
71. 1bid., pp. 78-80.



The Myth of an American Enlightenment

Rousas JOHN RUSHDOONY

The myth of an American Enlightenment persists among scholars in
spite of the lack of any substantial evidence for it. A few scholars have
remarked on the scarcity of any evidence for an American Enlightenment,
but the idea persists because it meets a theological need on the part of
humanistic man. The great event in the history of the United States must
somehow be tied in with the major Western motif of man’s growing asser-
tion of his autonomous reason as the ultimate judge and arbiter of reality.

Superficially, some figures in American history seem to lend credence to
the idea of an American Enlightenment, notably Benjamin Franklin and
Thomas Jefferson. Because of the particular importance of Franklin to
this thesis, little is made of two facts: first, the basic influence in the life
and thought of Franklin, however altered in its framework, was Cotton
Mather’s Essays To Do Good. Franklin never entirely lost the context of
Calvinism and, in his later life, was prone to talk piously, albeit not as a
Christian, of a personal and sovereign God whose resemblance to the
Puritan concept was marked. Second, there is an extensive blackout on the
facts of Franklin’s life, his frequent unpopularity, the fact that he and
Jefferson were used as diplomats because most American statesmen were
too strait-laced to be acceptable in the courts of Europe. Moreover, much
is revealed about American historiography by the fact that Professor Cecil
B. Currey’s study Code Number 72; Ben Franklin: Patriot or Spy? (1972)
has been so extensively ignored and that scholars continue to write as
though Currey’s damning evidence had never existed. The attitude towards
Franklin was naively manifested in the title of a biography by Phillips
Russell, Benjamin Franklin, The First Civilized American (1962), a book
which went through many reprintings in two years, eight between October,
1926, and December, 1927. The first civilized American? The audacity of
that title is amazing but revealing. Why indeed was Franklin the first
civilized American? Why were so many men of greater education, learning,
culture, and achievement before and during Franklin’s day, ruled out
as implicitly uncivilized? The answer is that only in Franklin did they find
their first American of any real ability who was not an orthodox Christian.

Franklin and Jefferson do not make an Enlightenment. The Enlighten-
ment influence on them is clear, but they are still not men of the Enlighten-
ment. The Puritan framework of their lives is still too apparent in their
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thought. (It should be remembered that, in Jefferson’s day, New Jersey
and Virginia were manifesting strong evidences of the influence of Calvin-
ism. Puritanism was moving South.) Enlightenment writings were known
to Americans; in arguing their cases for independence, American thinkers
freely resorted to the thinkers who carried weight with Europeans, but
this did not mean an acceptance of their framework. American thinking
was still essentially Christian, and its context was more theocentric than
humanistic.

On the other hand, it cannot be denied that there was a change in
American thought, notably in New England, where Puritanism had declined
even as it has flourished elsewhere. Even in New England, where Boston
preachers proclaimed, if so strong a word can be used, a smooth gospel
alien to the Puritan spirit, there were men like Isaac Backus to fire the old
Puritan spirit into new, Baptist channels, and Edwardians to assert the
sovereignty of God in a manner soon to command a large portion of the
churches.

But, to return to the change, what was its nature? Was it indeed a rise in
America of a facet or expression of the European Enlightenment? The
answer is, clearly, that nothing like the European philosophes existed in
America. Again, not even Deism was a significant factor, before or after the
War of Independence, in America. Deism was savagely attacked by Amer-
ican churchmen, and it always had the flavor of foreignness, of something
alien and hostile. The language of Europe and America had as its common
feature an emphasis on calm, rational discourse, but we must not confuse
this with rationalism. In America, the linguistics of rationality moved to
other purposes.

The American context was theological, and the change was not from
Puritanism to the Enlightenment but rather from a theocratic Puritanism
to a theological Puritanism on the one hand and a growing infiltration of
Arminianism on the other. It must be granted and, in fact, insisted that
the Enlightenment and Arminianism are both aspects of the history of
humanism. On the other hand, it must be held, with equal insistence, that
they are not the same. The Enlightenment, as Peter Gay has made clear,
was in its essence anti-Christian and anti-church. Arminianism is a theo-
logical movement within the church which manifests itself in everyday life
as an emphasis on man’s experience as against God’s sovereignty. The two
cannot be confused.

It has been a failure in American historiography that it long neglected
the determinative forces of Puritanism and Arminianism in American
history. In 1975, an American professor manifested the main spirit of
American intellectuals, when on retirement, he declared that, because of
its Puritan hang-over, the United States was no place “for a civilized man”
(echoes of Phillips Russell on Franklin!) and left for England. (He was
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soon to write home a tale of woe, because England’s 26% inflation was
wiping out his savings and pension and making even his return impossible!)

The American scholar, who up to World War I looked heavily to
European universities for his degrees and his academic credentials, has
taken Europe’s tradition as his own and has sought to read that tradition
into American history. However, the roots of American history are theo-
logical, and its essential waywardness must be read in terms of Arminian-
ism, not in terms of the Enlightenment or its subsequent developments.
It is significant that President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, harking back
to a European tradition as old as Plato, gathered together scholars to
function as a “brain trust.” Few things gained him more hostilities than
this, and the group was soon disbanded. When President John F. Kennedy
brought some scholars to Washington, their role as a “brain trust” was
de-emphasized except among American university professors. On the other
hand, the use, by Presidents Eisenhower, Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon of
the Arminian revivalist Billy Graham as a standby blessing gained enor-
mous approval except from academic circles in the main. The “brain trust”
was alien, Billy Graham in the mainstream of the American context.

In 1976 as in 1776, the basic orientation of most Americans is Christian.
The majority of Americans are church members. While many of these
churches are modernistic, modernism is also a form of Arminian theology.
Arminian fundamentalists number easily 45 to 55 million people, one out
of four in the United States. In 1776, the percentage of church membership
was very low, although church attendance was high, because membership
requirements were more restrictive. The basic context of life was essentially
Puritan, in the theological rather than the political sense.

Timothy Dwight, in fact, held that European ideas and morals were alien
and unreal to most Americans until introduced by foreign troops in the
French and Indian War, which shortly preceded the War of Independence.

An universal veneration for the sabbath, a sacred respect for govern-
ment, an undoubting belief in Divine revelation, and an unconditional
acknowledgement and performance of the common social duties, con-
stituted every where a prominent character. I have said that the
exceptions were not material. It is not intended that the whole number
was inconsiderable; nor that vice was not found in various, and some-
times very painful degrees. Still, vicious men constituted a very small
part of the society; were insignificant in their character; and, independ-
ently of the power of example, had little or no influence on the com-
munity at large. They were objects of odium and contempt, of censures
and punishment; not the elements of a party, nor the fire-brands of
turmoil and confusion [Timothy Dwight, “On the State of Religion in
New England” (from President Dwight’s Travels), in New Evangelical
Magazine and Theological Review IX (March, 1823), 65].

Dwight was ready to blame America’s subsequent ills on the Enlighten-
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ment and the French Revolution. As a scholar, Dwight looked to the world
of dominant ideas for his answers and concluded that Europe’s unbelief
had corrupted America’s faith. However, even as Dwight was writing,
Arminian revivalism was emerging to command the American scene. The
context of American life had not materially changed; it remained theologi-
cal rather than philosophical in its determination, i.e., it was a faith rather
than a series of abstract ideas which governed men.

Moreover, an important factor in the decline of Puritanism has been
neglected. British intelligence saw the War of Independence as racial and
theological: it was called a Scotch-Irish Presbyterian rebellion, and with
good reason. It was the nexus of the Puritan-Calvinist faith with the
Scotch-Irish hostility to England which dominated the resistance and
provided its troops. As a result, it was the Puritan-Calvinist churches
which suffered most: their pastors were more likely to be in the army or
the chaplaincy, and the British burned their churches readily and happily.
These churches never recovered their prominent role in American life.

The theological context of American history is very clearly seen in the
conflict of 1860-1865. President Lincoln, not a Christian, saw the struggle
in theological terms; his addresses have overtones of Puritan theocentricity
and Arminian experientialism and anthropocentricity. His appeal is pre-
cisely this combination: he is a religious man and yet a politician; he com-
bines the Puritan tradition with an Arminian orientation, and Billy Graham
looks less “holy” than does Lincoln. No president approached more closely
the Europe power politics and balance of powers strategy than did Nixon,
and with disastrous consequences. American politics have an insistent
moral and religious orientation, although, because of Arminianism, this
means the pretensions of man rather than the sovereignty of God.

The Enlightenment, it must be recognized, was a European fact, not an
American event. South Africa, a European outpost founded at about the
same time as New York City, also escaped the Enlightenment and has
had an independent course of development.

True, Enlightenment thinkers were read and did influence many Ameri-
cans, just as Europe was in turn influenced by American thought. But the
two traditions, while far from hermetically sealed from one another, and
having many points in common, are still different. American intellectuals
have only alienated themselves from most Americans by adopting an alien
heritage. American theological life too has had a different course. Its Cal-
vinism has been different from that of Europe, and its churches have all
gone through changes by virtue of their transplanting to an American con-
text. Their European counterparts did not have vestrymen, elders, or the
like.

Theologically, the United States has been a battleground between Cal-
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vinism and Arminianism. The loser has, however, set the framework of
the country, so that even Arminianism is today judged by its ability (or,
more accurately, inability) to be a world and life faith which orders every
area of life. The Enlightenment, as an essentially aristocratic faith for a
very limited elite, could not gain roots in a land which was so saturated
with a faith of the unity of all things under God. The scholars who pro-
mote the myth of an American Enlightment also hold to another myth,
i.c., that the War of Independence was a democratic revolution. They
cannot have it both ways: a temper of the times and a movement which is
both elitist and equalitarian at one and the same time. Neither can they
ignore without serious misunderstanding the essentially theological frame-
work of the American mind in 1776. Alan Heimert has given us eloquent
evidence of the persistence of that theological influence well into the
nineteenth century.

The myth of an American Enlightenment is an example of wishful think-
ing by humanistic scholars. The fact that an idea is held by scholars does
not make it scholarly. The present problem of the United States is the
moral bankruptcy of antinomian Arminianism, which is another problem
entirely from that which confronts continental Europe.



1776: Revolution or War for Independence?

J. MURRAY MURDOCH

One concomitant of the United States bicentennial has been the sudden
wave of interest in American history that has enveloped the nation. People
at every level of society have suddenly become sensitized to the birth of
their nation. Scholars have produced a plethora of monographic material
related to the events surrounding 1776, while publishers have reprinted
numerous long-forgotten volumes in an eager attempt to meet the public’s
insatiable demand for information.

But in the midst of the excitement, the Christian is often perplexed by
a nagging question: Can a Christian legitimately celebrate a “revolution”
in light of Romans 13? The dictionary defines revolution as “a sudden,
radical, or complete change; a fundamental change in political organization,
especially the overthrow or renunciation of one government or ruler and
the substitution of another by the governed.” In the context of this
definition, what is the proper attitude of the Christian to the events of
two hundred years ago? By celebrating the bicentennial, are conservative
theologians contributing to the radical tradition in America? What about
the black revolution or the campus revolution of recent years—were these
fostered by a radical tradition ingrained in America’s national history at
its inception?

The purpose of this essay is not to provide the Christian response to
these questions, but rather to establish a historical frame of reference out
of which individuals may formulate their own response. The theological
issues posed by an exegesis of Romans 13 can be answered only when
there is a clear understanding of what actually occurred in eighteenth-
century America. And the key to understanding what transpired is to
be found in answering a fundamental question: Was what occurred in
America in 1776 really a revolution?

Charles M. Andrews concluded his Colonial Background of the Ameri-
can Revolution, written over a half century ago, with this penetrating
thought: “A nation’s attitude toward its own history is like a window into
its own soul, and the men and women of such a nation cannot be expected
to meet the great obligations of the present if they refuse to exhibit honesty,
charity, open-mindedness, and a free and growing intelligence toward the
past that has made them what they are.”? Andrew’s admonition is well

1. Charles M. Andrews, Colonial Background of the American Revolution (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1924), p. 220.
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taken, but difficult to effectuate. Historians operate out of a cultural milieu
which often causes them to read the value judgments of the present into
the past. But the real danger comes when these same historians boast of
their objective and unbiased approach. Only when he recognizes the
limitations of his preconceptions and presuppositions can the historian
be effective.

The facts of history are not neutral. Facts always pass through the filter
of human interpretation, and in the process may be distorted to such an
extent that they are no longer facts. In effect, they become myths that
pervert the past. “To accept myth is to reject history, and to make myths
the premise in terms of which history is judged is to deny any validity to
history.”?

Unfortunately, many of the myths are created by historians. For ex-
ample, George Bancroft, an exuberant American patriot, portrayed the
independence movement as a duel between good (America) and evil
(England).®* Such a stilted approach obviously lacked balance, and thus
created myth. The chauvinism of Bancroft and other nationalist writers
was counterbalanced by the imperial school of historiography which
frequently viewed the Americans as irresponsible and ungrateful to the
empire that had cared for them so faithfull<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>