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THESE BEAUTIFULLY PRODUCED volumes
(kudos, once again, are due the editors
and staff of Liberty Press) represent the
most ambitious effort to date to remedy a
significant deficiency in the literature of
American political thought. As Charles S.
Hyneman, the senior compiler, remarks in
the Preface to these volumes, the primary
sources available for understanding the
political thought of our founding period
suffered from a “dearth of expository and
polemical essays defining and describing
republican government, setting forth its
ideals and goals, and offering advice on
surest ways of making popular self-
government operative in North America.”
These sources, he notes, “tended to
feature government documents,” or, if not
that, to focus on the “case for indepen-
dence and the strategies for forming a fed-
eral union” to the exclusion of a vast body
of “analytic and argumentative writing”
that deals with the most fundamental con-
cerns surrounding the “conception and es-
tablishment of republican government in
America.”

Modern Age

In the late 1960s Hyneman began in
earnest to rectify this situation. At this
point he set out to identify writings of our
founding period, broadly defined, which
dealt with the nature of republican
government, the obstacles to its attain-
ment, and the conditions necessary for its
success. While this involved examining
writings which dealt with such matters as
the place of “America in the British em-
pire, sentiments of localism and union,
satisfaction and dissatisfaction with
political institutions, policies, and prac-
tices,” as well as “disputes and strategies
relating to independence and the forma-
tion of new governments, union and na-
tionhood,” his overriding concern was to
identify those whose orientation was
“theoretic or philosophic” — i.e., present-
ed “vision of the virtuous individual and
the good society, exposition of ideals, an-
alysis of conditions affecting the achieve-
ment of goals” — as opposed to “descrip-
tive and narrational.” He was joined later
in this enterprise by Don Lutz, whose pri-
mary function was to identify writings of
this nature in the newspapers of this era.

The search for these materials, the proc-
ess of which is set forth in some detail in
the Preface, was both extensive and
systematic. The only relevant items pur-
posely excluded from consideration for
this volume were personal correspon-
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dence and writings “readily accessi-
ble in university and major libraries.” The
product of this search constitutes the
seventy-six items reproduced in these
volumes and an extremely valuable
“selected list” of over five hundred
writings which are briefly annotated and
rated according to the quality of their
“theoretical content.” The compilers are
convinced on the basis of their search that
there is a body of literature in this period
at least equal in volume to that on the
“selected list” which “met tests of
relevance but seemed to be less satisfying
on some test of merit.” In sum, the items
reproduced in these volumes, though the
best, constitute only a small portion of an
extremely large corpus of the first-rate
writings of this era.

There are other salient facts to note
about this collection. While a short in-
troduction to each of these selections
serves to provide some background infor-
mation about the author and to place his
remarks in context, there is no general in-
troductory essay which attempts to pro-
vide an overview by identifying, for in-
stance, trends of thought, common
assumptions, or areas of conflict and
agreement. And, save in a few cases, the
items are reproduced in their entirety with
the pagination of the source from which
they are taken bracketed in the text. In
short, as little as possible is interposed be-
tween the reader and the source, a fact
which serves to make these volumes an
invaluable and timeless collection of
primary materials.

So much by way of introduction. What
do we learn from these selections? What
insights do they provide us relative to the
thought of the founding period concerning
republican government? Do they better
enable us to understand the origin and
development of our regime? Let me say at
the outset that these and similar questions
are difficult to answer in simple terms.
Yes, indeed, these selections do illuminate
the widely held values, goals, and assump-
tions of the founding period, particularly
as they relate to republican government.
But the variety of issues, concerns, prob-
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lems, and contentions with which these
selections deal renders it likely that each
individual will come away from his
reading with different impressions about
the lessons to be derived, the relative
worth of the selections that deal with the
prerequisites, practices, and operations of
republican government, the chief
elements of virtue, the nature of the con-
stitutional system, or, inter alia, the
dangers to decent and orderly govern-
ment. And this, it seems to me, is precisely
what the compilers intended, if only to
stimulate thought, to broaden our
horizons, and to encourage further ex-
ploration into the thinking of this period.

Nevertheless, in my estimation, these
selections do convey at least one impor-
tant message: namely, if we are to under-
stand our moral and political foundations,
we need to cast aside or modify widely ac-
cepted preconceptions about the political
thought of this period and how we can
best go about discovering it. | offer here a
few examples which should suffice to il-
lustrate this point. For instance, certain of
these writings give us good reason to
question the “liberal” interpretation of the
goals of our Revolution and, in particular,
its “reading” of the “all men are created
equal” clause of the Declaration of In-
dependence. Certainly Silas Downer’s
remarks, written eight years before the
Declaration, are revealing:

It is now an established principle in
Great-Britain, that we are subject to the
people of that country, in the same
manner as they are subject to the
Crown. They expressly call us their sub-
jects. The language of every paultry
scribler, even of those who pretend
friendship for us in some things, is after
this lordly stile, our colonies — our
western dominions — our plantations
— our Ssubjects in America — our
authority — our government — with
many more of like imperious expres-
sions. Strange doctrine that we should
be the subjects of subjects, and liable to
be controlled at their will! It is enough
to break every measure of patience,
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that fellow subjects should assume such
power over us.

From this and other selections, we are led
to believe that the equality sought was be-
tween peoples, not between individuals.
Equally, if not more importantly, these
readings clearly show that by focusing on
the writings and utterances of the political-
ly prominent, the so-called “giants,” we
can easily gain a distorted picture of the
political thought of this period. This is par-
ticularly true with respect to Madison's
writings, a not insignificant matter since
he is commonly regarded as not only the
“father” of our Constitution but of the Bill
of Rights as well. As a consequence, his
views on various matters have under-
standably been accorded a great deal of
respect. Yet, it seems clear, his views on
separation of church and state set forth in
the Virginia Memorial and Remonstrance
Against Religious Assessments (1785) —
widely cited today as evidence of the
Founders' belief in the need for a high wall
between the two — were far from
representing a consensus of thoughtful in-
dividuals on this matter. Indeed, what we
do know from these readings is that strong
arguments are advanced at almost every
stage of the founding era, from the pre-
revolutionary to the post-constitutional
phases, stressing the dependence of our
social and political order on Christianity.
This point can be illustrated from
another angle. While Madison has re-
ceived some criticism over the years for
the position he maintained in the Virginia
Resolutions, which were written in
response to the enactment of the Alien
and Sedition Acts, none of them, to my
knowledge, is as trenchant and
devastating as that of his contemporary
Alexander Addison. Not only does Ad-
dison set Madison (and Jefferson) straight
about the status of common law under the
Constitution, he thoroughly demolishes
the very premise upon which these
Resolutions are based; namely, as he
points out, it is the people of the states,
operating in their sovereign capacity, who
ratified the Constitution, not the state
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legislatures. Hence, the legislatures, not
being parties to the Constitution, have no
authority, constitutional or otherwise, to
judge of its violation. Yet, despite this, it is
Madison's Resolutions, not Addison’s
response, which are dwelt upon in com-
mentaries and reproduced in our reading
books on American political thought as if
their underlying theory — heretical
though it is — constitutes a legitimate part
of our founding heritage.

These readings, in short, so much as tell
us that we cannot possibly comprehend
the thought of the founding period in
terms that certain modern ideologists
would prefer. In this connection, one of
the reasons why, | surmise, Madison has
only received a slap on the wrist in
modern times for his stance in the Resolu-
tions concerning the nature of the federal
union is that it provided the basis for his
assault on the constitutionality of the Alien
and Sedition Acts. His presumed liber-
tarianism, this is to say, excuses a good
deal, even advancing a doctrine that could
easily have been fatal to the infant
republic. But more to the immediate point,
those writings of this era which deal with
civility, order, obedience, and civil liber-
ties — by no means a small portion of the
whole — clearly indicate, contrary to revi-
sionist efforts by those who would wish it
otherwise, that the ACLU brand of civil
libertarianism was not a part of our
heritage. Moreover, these writings are on
most counts superior to what we are ac-
customed to reading on these subjects in
our journals of opinion today — or even, |
would go so far as to say, to most opinions
of our Supreme Court justices over the last
fifty years. In large part this is due to the
fact that their treatment of civil liberties
and rights is usually in a context wherein
due consideration is accorded to other
values and conditions necessary for a truly
civil society.

Finally, and probably most important,
these selections, taken as a whole, should
cause political theorists to seriously re-
examine their approaches to understand-
ing the foundations of our republicanism
and its relative success. Increasingly,
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political scientists, taking their cues from
the Madisonian concept of the underpin-
nings of our republic as set forth in The
Federalist and elsewhere, have tended to
the view that our system is one in which
the interplay of interests — or of factions,
as some would have it — serve to keep the
system on even keel; that is, pluralistic
politics, marked by the give-and-take
which characterizes majority coalition
building, serves to provide for the modera-
tion and restraint necessary to keep our
republic on course. In this regard, it is
notable that even the critics of the system
accept this framework as their starting
point. There are those, still powerful in the
academy, who argue that the coalitional
politics of the system is too slow to re-
spond to the dynamic of our modern age,
that it is prone to “deadlock,” or that it is
biased, responding quickly to some in-
terests and belatedly, or not at all, to
others. The “reforms” of Madison’s system
from this point of view, despite disclaim-
ers to the contrary, are largely mech-
anistic, aimed at making it more
responsive to the “real” majority. Those
who are critical of the system from the
“classical” perspective stress the inade-
quacies of the system in terms of its in-
capacity to elevate the moral character of
the citizenry. Nevertheless, they can see a
certain merit in it because its operations in
the context of this interplay of interests do
not presume an unrealistically high
degree of virtue among the citizenry.

It is true that in looking to The Federalist
and the so-called “Madisonian model,” we
find precious little concerning virtue —
the kinds of virtue necessary for a
republican regime or the ways in which
these virtues are to be maintained and
perpetuated. Indeed, Madison writes in
The Federalist as if there is sufficient
moral “capital” for the new constitutional
order, and he does so without any evident
concern about maintaining a sufficient
“balance.” For this reason, some have
concluded that Madison employed a “new
science” of politics to channel the interests
and passions of the people in such a way
as to minimize the need for virtue as a
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foundation for popular self-government.

Yet, | dare say, no one who gives these
selections even a cursory reading can
come away with the impression that the
maintenance and cultivation of virtue
were not major concerns of this era. The
emphasis on the role of religion, and of
Christianity in particular, as a source of
values, morals, and precepts necessary for
popular government is unmistakably
clear. Moreover, we see that, in the main,
the institutions of society were looked
upon as a vehicle for the transmission of
the virtues necessary for self-government.
Jeremiah Atwater put this as well as any.
“If man is hereformed a good citizen,” he
writes, “it is not because he needs no
restraint; but because, from his youth, he
has been taught to restrain those passions,
which it is the principal business of law
and government to restrain.” And, in this
vein, he continues:

The restraint is begun in the family.
Children are early insured to family
government, and are taught the habits
of subordination and respect. In the
school, the same system is continued,
while the seeds of knowledge and vir-
tue are sown in the youthful mind.
Higher seminaries of learning also ac-
cord with the same system, as do the in-
struction of the Bible and the desk.
Man, from the cradle to the grave, is
constantly learning new lessons of
moral instruction, and is trained to vir-
tue and order by perpetual and salutary
restraints.

To this Atwater adds “the restraint of
public opinion, which, in a country where
Christianity is believed, compels even
profligates to be outwardly virtuous.”
“Habit and institutions, like these,” he
observes, “tho’ by many deemed unwor-
thy of notice, and underrated, as subor-
dinate means of securing virtue and order,
are here found to possess distinguished ef-
ficacy.”

These selections, in other words, in
stressing the necessity for virtue in a
republican regime, point us in a direction
quite different from that of most political
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scientists and historians for an understand-
ing of the roots of our system and its
stability. In this regard, to be sure, many
of these writings merely echo the classical
or traditional concerns. But in two notable
respects they go beyond the traditional
teachings. In the first place, as we might
expect, Christianity served as an excellent
source for the moral foundations of the
system. Not only do we find that it was
widely looked upon as such, Christian
teachings, tenets, principles, and precepts
were also viewed as fitting hand-in-glove
with the political doctrines of republican-
ism. Certainly there existed no inherent
incompatibility between the two, and we
can say — now stepping outside the con-
text of these writings — that Christian doc-
trines, without tortuous reconstruction,
readily lent themselves to the cause of
republicanism.

And second, the primary responsibility
for the transmission and maintenance of
virtue fell to the “private” sector, not to
the government or public functionaries.
This is to say that the distinction between
government and society was tacitly ac-
cepted by those who stressed the need for
virtue, a distinction — alien to the classical
tradition — whose origins may be traced
back to the Middle Ages. In any event, as
we might expect — and as these selections
do reflect — tensions, not unlike those we
experience today, did arise over what the
relationship between the churches and
state ought to be. Even so, the existence of
these tensions in no way detracts from the
fact that it was widely supposed, to bor-
row from the title of one of Samuel Ken-
dal’s sermons, that religion was the only
sure basis of a free government.

Modern Age

Having said this much, we can see why
these writings cannot help giving
thoughtful individuals grounds for deep
concern. What they indicate, in my opin-
ion, is that at some point there has been a
breakdown — almost total — in the
transmission of the values central to our
tradition sometime between the time of
founding and the present. So much is evi-
dent when those who aggressively pursue
the total secularization of our society, par-
ticularly our schools, can claim to do so on
the basis of our founding values and get
away with it. It seems clear, moreover,
that we live in an age when the “do your

own thing” morality — a morality
spawned by the relativism of our so-called
intellectual community — has gained

ascendency. The fifteen million abortions
in the last decade, the rate of illegitimate
births (higher in some cities than
legitimate births), a drug epidemic that is
beyond control and now reaches into the
higher strata of society, the erosion of the
family structure — an erosion aided and
abetted by our own government — all
bear testimony to this.

The question of how this came to pass,
particularly after such a promising start, is
perhaps easier to answer than what hap-
pens next. The vital indicators, as best |
can glean them from these writings, show
that our society is dying. Yet, we must ask,
could it be that the traditional wisdom is
wrong; that, in fact, the citizenry of a
republic can engage in an almost
unrestrained pursuit of self-gratification
without endangering the regime? Though
scarcely a pleasant one, that is the ques-
tion, 1 think, these readings indirectly put
before us.
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The Harmless Persuasion

Reflections of a Neoconservative:
Looking Back, Looking Ahead, by
Irving Kristol, New York: Basic Books,
1983. xvi + 336 pp. $19.95.

IRVING KRISTOL 1S the most articulate, the
most learned, and probably the best
known exponent of the body of ideas and
opinions that has come to be called “neo-
conservatism,” a label that Professor
Kristol, unlike several other writers in this
movement, accepts. His most recent col-
lection of essays and journalism is
therefore a valuable book, not only for its
intrinsic merits of learning and style, but
also, since it does accept this label,
because it may long serve as a represen-
tative text of what neo-conservatism is
and what its exponents believe.

Although there is considerable overlap
between neo-conservatism and the
philosophical conservatism of the Old
Right, the two are distinct from each other
both in their theoretical presuppositions
and practical applications, as well as in
their historical and political origins. The
Old Right, or in George Nash'’s phrase, the
“conservative intellectual movement,”
originated largely as a protest against the
statism of the New Deal, the internal and
external threat of Communism, and the
danger to traditional institutions and
values (including private property and its
uses) presented by modern liberalism in
government, economy, and society. The
Old Right in the United States took its
bearings from the American experience,
especially from the Constitutional tradi-
tion, and was reinforced by European
thinkers such as Eric Voegelin and Leo
Strauss, who drew attention to the
medieval, classical, and biblical roots of
the American tradition. Socially, the Old
Right tended to be Roman Catholic or
High Protestant in religion; German, Irish,
or Southern Celtic in ethnic identity; and
midwestern or Southern in geographic
and cultural roots.

Neo-conservatism, on the other hand,
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originated in northeastern, urban univer-
sities and periodicals in the late 1960s. Its
exponents have been most notably Jewish
and East European in religious and ethnic
identity and urban, academic, and north-
eastern in origins. The political impetus
for neo-conservatism was, first, the threat
to the integrity of universities and
American intellectual life presented by the
militancy of the New Left and the bar-
barism of the counter-culture of the late
1960s; secondly, the threat to Jewish
academic and professional achievements
in America presented by the quotas and
affirmative action programs of the Great
Society; and thirdly, the development of
serious anti-Semitism on the Left and the
Soviet alliance with radical anti-Western
and anti-Israeli Arab regimes and ter-
rorists. Like the prospect of being hanged,
these phenomena have tended to concen-
trate the Jewish mind wonderfully.
Historically associated with liberalism and
the left in American and European
history, American Jews have moved
demonstrably to the right in the past fif-
teen years, not only intellectually but also
politically.

The differences between the Old Right
and the neo-conservatives in political
origins and social composition largely ac-
count for the differences in political style
and values between the two movements.
The Old Right was anti-liberal as well as
anti-Communist; the neo-conservatives
are noticeably reticent in their opposition
to the welfare state and their critique of
liberal ideology, and their anti-Commu-
nism is largely directed toward the Soviets
and their surrogates (Communist China is
of far less importance to them than to the
Old Right). The Old Right was committed
to conserving what it took to be the
unique historic identity of American socie-
ty as a continuation of the Anglo-Saxon
political tradition and the West European
Christian tradition in social, moral, and
aesthetic values. The neo-conservatives
appear to have little interest in conserving
the historic realities of the American tradi-
tion and, indeed, show little sympathy for
the Christian heritage beyond a highly
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