
Today, scholarship on the American Founding is fractured, splintered. It is conducted by a diverse group of 

scholars from several disciplines, including all sorts of political scientists, historians, lawyers and legal 

theorists, and popular biographers …

The division in scholarship does not mean that things are in disarray, only that they are complex. Indeed, 

we are experiencing a flourishing of excellent historical and theoretical writing on the American Founding. 

But that writing is informed by one single vision or grand framework of interpretation and a series of very 

important questions remain contested.

The unusual divisiveness of the American Founding is recent; really it seems to have begun in the 1970s 

and 1980s. Prior to that, three successive paradigms of interpretation about the American Founding 

sequentially replaced each other - The Progressive, Liberal, and then Republican Interpretations.
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Progressive historians believe that the political elite of the founding era mobilized the masses to 

fight the Revolution for home rule against Britain, but once the masses mobilized they began 

looking at their self-interest – a classic case of “getting the genie back in the bottle.” (i.e. putting the 

masses back in their role of subservience).  In other words, they mobilized the masses to assist in 

the fight against Britain, but then turned their struggle to gain authority and power at home.
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Progressive historians think the social and economic interests of certain founders drove the 

Revolution and Constitution.

They are suspicious about claims of revolutionaries, and see their rhetoric as propaganda, masking 

their hidden interest – possible hidden even to them.

They argue that the founders may have believed what they argued, but these arguments were 

surface rationalizations formed by their self-interest.  In other words, they would have argued 

differently if their self-interest was different.

The positive powers in the Constitution, including the powers to lay and collect taxes, to regulate 

interstate and foreign commerce, to raise and support naval forces, and to depose of western 

lands, were designed to benefit the interests of capitalists. The Constitution also explicitly forbade 

6



the state legislatures from emitting paper money as currency. 
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It featured a series of checks and balances that were meant to “breaking up the attacking forces of the 

majority” and prevent majority rule.  (i.e. breaking up factions, or the state assemblies)

In other words, Progressive historians argue that the Constitution actually reduced democracy -- and that 

was intentional on the part of the writers of the Constitution.  In particular, separation of powers, 

bicameralism, extent of territory, and especially judicial review were designed to prevent the people from 

directly ruling. 
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In those years of war and the Articles of Confederation, the state legislatures became increasingly 

representative, more democratic, less elite, and terms of office were short. 

State Constitutions were more democratic – weaker executives (governors), greater access to 

vote, and the legislation tended towards the socially just – aimed at making life better for the 

common man (e.g. paper money, tax breaks for those at the bottom, stay laws, paying debt “in 

kind”).
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The Progressive historians question the “slavery” rhetoric of the revolutionaries.  These rebels claim that “taxation 

without representation was akin to slavery,” which can’t be taken seriously because it is inconsistent with the fact that 

colonists own actual slaves.  

The Progressive historians also question the rebel’s treatment of natives (i.e. genocide – pushing them off of their land).  

The question becomes, “How can you champion self-rule and self-determination when you push the natives off their land 

against their will?”

Progressive historians also question  the rebels claim that the Revolution was a struggle for equality as being 

inconsistent with property qualifications to vote and the disenfranchisement of women, etc.  The question becomes, 

“How can you say you’re fighting for equality when you have property qualifications to vote?  and don’t allow women to 

vote? and disenfranchise most free blacks?

Progressives argue that the Constitution is a betrayal of the Revolution.  It undoes much of the movement toward greater 

democracy.  In their view, the Constitution is how the elite were able to get “the genie back in the bottle.”  
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Proponents of the liberal interpretation believe that the American political system and American political culture are best 

understood as the realization of the ideas of the John Locke, especially as these ideas were embedded in the Declaration of 

Independence. 

Proponents of this interpretation argue that these ideas include the belief, by the founders, that all men are created equal.

Equality, according to the founders, meant political equality – the idea that everyone is equal in the state of nature. No one 

has dominion over another. (thus, the need for consent of the governed)

Of paramount importance are Locke’s three unalienable rights – life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.  

His theory of property and why it’s good -- In Locke’s view, you appropriate nature through your labor (own it), and, in the past, 

you took as much property as you needed to support yourself – you’d only take as many apples as needed – there is no waste.  

But silver and gold does not deteriorate, so when it became a currency, one can acquire more than is needed, thereby creating

inequality.  To Locke, this is a good thing for efficiency will increase dramatically therefore improving the standard of 

living for all.
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The Framers praised commerce and the market model because they believed that, although men could 

not be expected to exercise virtue consistently or to faithfully pursue salvation, they could be expected to 

pursue systematically their physical and material desires. 

American commitments to these principles have translated into the hegemony (or dominance) of liberal 

values such as the sanctity of private property, economic individualism, and democracy.

To a classical liberal, self-interest is neither bad nor good, and there is nothing wrong with it.  It is inherent 

in people, and it is fruitless to try and suppress it.
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As such, liberty is not about government participation, but of avoiding government infringement on 

people’s lives.  Government exists, as mentioned above, to protect life, liberty, and property.

Proponents of this framework would argue that the Founders (the liberals among them) thought of going 

into government service like going to the dentist – i.e. “I need to, without it I lose liberty, I don’t want to, 

but it’s something I need to do.”  This contradicts proponents of the republican framework, who argue 

that the Founders believed going into government service is a positive.

Central to this is the idea of capitalism – private is greatly emphasized over the public (the reverse of 

Republicanism).  

Proponents of this framework would argue that the Founders believed that the primary purpose of 

government was to protect private property and natural rights, not of communities but of individuals. 

Proponents of this framework argue that the liberal Founders would argue that taxes are a way that 

government takes your property, which is your labor, and if your labor is taken without your permission, 
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you are a slave.

This enables the liberal historian to explain the Declaration of Independence and the slavery rhetoric of the 

founders.
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JGA Pocock - The Machiavellian Moment: Florentine Political Thought and the Atlantic Republican 

Tradition (1975)
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They are historians concerned with popular ideologies – that is, ideas that have become widely adopted in societal 

culture.  Thus, they do not necessarily give greater weight to a document like the Declaration of Independence than 

to any of the political pamphlets that were written to justify the American Revolution. Bernard Bailyn’s study, The 

Ideological Origins of the American Revolution – the seminal study of the republican interpretation – examined an 

array of sermons, popular orations, and pamphlets to ascertain the ideas that justified the American Revolution.

Proponents of the republican interpretation agree with the Progressives that ideas, alone, cannot be said to be the 

motives to action and that we should not study the professed beliefs of individuals in order to establish why they did 

what they did. 

Still, contrary to what the Progressives suggest, however, this does not mean that ideas are unimportant. Ideas are 

important as they become public and collective – as they become ideologies or public matrixes of beliefs.
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Furthermore, the liberal interpretation of the American Founding, according to proponents of the 

republican interpretation, described what America had become, not how it was founded. America was 

founded, J.G.A. Pocock wrote, on principles that drew back to the ancient republics of Greece, reemerged 

in English political thought in the 17th and 18th centuries, and then again reappeared in the American 

Revolution. This set of ideas – the republican ideology – included the following ideas.

The Importance of Virtue and the Fear of Corruption – The American Revolutionaries, according to 

this account, believed that republics were fragile and required the constant exercise of virtue by the 

citizenry lest the republic perish. 
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Advancement of the Public Good was a primary role of government. The public good was not 

simply the sum of all the particular interests of the people. It refers to the people understood as an 

organic body of people bound by common interests and a common fate. 

The Founders – especially the Jeffersonians – were opposed to commercial capitalism or at least 

the excesses of capitalism. Here, proponents of the republican interpretation stress the importance 

of Jefferson’s idea of the independent yeoman. 
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