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CoNsERV
34 t·beral followers of Locke s dicals, 1 . Uch 

d there were the ra d nd believed-Just as the Fren lSecon , d E glan a f . c •• ho despise n the dictates o universal rea as Jefferson, w 1. ved-that son. 
f Rousseau be ie . t to all. For them, the traditio followers o f an eviden . d na1 

d th true rights o in rce of their free oms, but rath ma e e . not the sou . er 
E 1· h constitution was b ·ghts dictated by universal reaso ng is t away y rt er 

n.. 
1ething to be swep h Revolution came, Jeuerson and h· son the Frenc . f h is 

And indeed, when d' ct continuation o w at the Amer' b ed it as a ire . " 1-

supporters em rac . a notorious letter in 1793: The libertyd As he wrote in 

cans had starte • d'ng on the issue of the contest[· th was depen 1 inof the whole ear . h ld have failed, I would have seen half] Rather than it s ou France.... I d "2 th earth deso ate • d l'b 1 e . these conservative an 1 era camps finds
The tension between . . 

. . A . 's founding documents. The Declaration ofexpress10n m menca . 
d d fted by Jefferson in 1776, 1s famous for promotingIndepen ence, ra . « . ,, 

the Lockean doctrine of universal nghts as self-evident before the
light of reason;3 whereas the Constitution of 1787, drafted at a conven
tion dominated by the conservative party, ended a decade of shocking 
disorder by restoring the familiar forms of the national English con
stitution. In accepting it, the Americans gave a strong president, serv
ing as the chief executive, roughly the powers of the British monarch, 
and balanced these powers in the English fashion by means of a bicameral legislature with the power of taxation and legislation. Even 
t�e American Bill of Rights of 1789 is modeled upon the Petition ofRigh� and the English Bill of Rights, largely elaborating the rights ofEnglishmen that had been described by Coke and Selden and theirfo�owers. Notably, these later documents breathe not a word aboutumversal reason or universal rights. 4The conservative a f 111-phasized . spect o the Constitution of 1787 has been e many times. But it 1 . •tingwhat had b h' was a so a nationalist document, uni een t irtee • d like a n in ependent states-each of them, 
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Anglo-�merican traditionalists, who regarded natio . rooted in the particular traditions of a people a d 
nal identity ascomers to d h n expected a opt t ese traditions as a prerequisite t ·b new.zens Fo th O ecomin . • r e most part, they looked forward to the d 1. g Citi-a d • . ec 1ne of 1 n its eventual abolition. s averyAgainst this nationalist vision of America there £ d • . . , emerged a e erahst VIs1on that was eventually called "demo t • con.• ,, . era 1c republica ism -and finally gave its name to the Democratic Repub1· n

Thi • 1can Partys VIew, whose greatest spokesmen were Thomas Jefferson d 'l" • p • d . . an J.Ornaine, regar ed the American Revolution as having been fou ht nl • t B • • h h g noto y agains r1t1s monarc y and aristocracy, but more generall against Britain's centralized government, established religion, an:financial system. On this view, political society was founded on thevirtue and natural rights of the consenting individual, who owed littleor nothing to national and religious tradition. Such a society needed. little government besides local government, an arrange_ment as closeas possible to the small republics of.the ancient world, with no armedforces beyond the local militia except in times of emergency. For
Democratic Republicans, the ideal citizen was the independent farm
er, to a great degree self-sufficient, even if this sometimes involved
owning slaves to work his fields; whereas large-scale comme�ce,
manufacturing, and public debt were regarded as threats to them·
dependence and virtues of the individual. In a country as large as

. . h • s by creating aAmerica, the only way to maintain sue a regime wa . . • - . . . ting withinloose confederative arrangement of individuals, coop.era 
a larger confederation of states. d tion,• • 1 f Confe era Toe first American constitution, the Artie es O ld and• blican mo ' had been cast in precisely this democratic-repu d it re-. h t had create for nearly a decade the political viewpoint t a . k' g 011 

an
• h h t t embar in dmained ascendant. But by 1786, wit t e s a es 

·it n seize • . . h Hann o increasingly bitter tariff war against one anot er, 
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• • w national government along line 1 • outhn1ng a ne spassing a reso ution Th after the text of America's secondw. hington. ere ' agreeable to • as 
b mmittee controlled by nationalists• • s drafted Y a co constitution wa 

. Ell rth and James Wilson. And the finalh R l d 0hver swo , Jo n ut e 

�
e, 

1 d' nationalist, Gouverneur Morris. draft was written by a ea ing 
t·t r onal Convention, as well, that the terniIt was at the Cons 1 u 1 

. . "Feder:ahst came in ° u • ,, • t se to refer to the natlonahst party and itst•1 th's point Americans had used the terms federal
program. Up un 1 1 ' . . ,;. d z • t rchangeably to describe the cooperation of theand con

1
e era 1n e 

h• • d • dent states under the Articles of Confederationt uteen 1n epen 
and Perpetual Union. 8 However� as the Constitutional Conventionopened in 17s7, nationalists discovered that the word "national" wastroubling to some of the participants, precisely because it implieda single, unified nation rather than a coalition of independentstates.' The nationalists decided to concede the term, while preserving the substantive achievement of a national government. On June20, the prominent Connecticut nationalist Oliver Ellsworth movedto simply strike the word "national" from the proposed constitution. Thereafter, all of the descript�ons of the American governmentas "national" were removed and replaced by the terms "UnitedStates," "general;' and "federal." In this Way, the term federal becamea synonym for national ( and the opposite of "conf ederal"). It wassoon widely popularized after Hamilton initiated a defense of the new national constitut· · · f · h

ion 1n a series o newspaper essays in wh1c he was joined by Jay d M a· an a 1son, which were known collectivelyas The Federalist· A c ll t • if ·t • 

• 0 ec ion° Essays in Favor of the New Consti-.
• ution. From this poi t . h view d th n on, t e term "Federalist" denoted a politicalan en a party dev t d . . can national· t O e to a nationalist government. Amen-. 

is s Were called «federalists:'10 The nationalists' succes h ratifying conventions of th 
s at t e convention and in the subsequente states amounted to what has rightly beenI 
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economic nationalism, a nationalist immigration p 1•
· 

0 icy 

with Britain, an alliance between religion and state d , aUiah
> an Q 'lt� 

��� �� 
Let us look more closely at each of these.

2. A Distinct American Nation of British H entage

A America gai�ed its independence, nationalist and anti-nar s . . ionahstvisions were advanced for what should replace British rule. 1he argu.ment ultimately came down to whether there really was such a thias an American nation, with the weak constitution of 1777 reflect:gthe frailty of the fell ow feeling tying the states to one another. Fo�example, the Virginian Patrick Henry, a great proponent of independence from Britain, was also a great opponent of American nationalism. Henry rejected the concept of an 'J\.merican people;' arguing that the Constitution of 1787 would amount to taxation without representation, much as British rule had. As he put it: 
Suppose every delegate. from Virginia in the new l national1 government opposed a law levying a new tax, but it passes. So you are taxed not by your own consent, but by the people who have no connection to you.15

The idea that there was «no connection" between the peoples ofthe various states obviously spoke to the feelings of a large public. Yetit was opposed by nationalists who felt that a genuine mutual loyal�already did exist among many Americans, and could be kiuclled inthe hearts of many more.
. 

. 
aUst In The Federalist 2, for example, John Jay supplied the nation framework for the entire series by describing the bond of Jll\ltua\, loyalty that he could see animating the American nation. As he wrote, 



Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight



CoNSERVATISM

46 

. h c.ather and a half-French mother 00 th 
b t a Scottis l• e C been orn ° 

N . and having arrived in the country O 1 a,
'bb • land of eVlS, n " • n ean 15 

" . ,, and the "familiar habits" to which ' 1n
1772. Thus the affimty . he wa8. c. him not native and local, but acquired ref errmg were, ior ' and 
Anglo-American ones.19 . , « 

The same outlook informed. George Wash1ngtons Farewell Ad,
dress,, of 1796, in which he argued: 

The name of American, which belongs to you in your
national capacity, must always exalt the just pride of 
patriotism more than any appellation derived from 
local discriminations. With slight shades of difference 

) 

you have the same religion, manners, habits, and po-
litical principles. 20

3_ Continuity with the British Con$titution 

The Federalists of the 1780s and 1790s were not radicals who considered America a clean slate on which they could try out new schemes' devised by the philosophers of the 'i\ge of Reason." They came toabhor Jefferson and others who favored such schemes, especially after1789, when these were increasingly identified with the murderouspolicies of the French Revolution. 21 'ihe Federalists understood thatthe freedom of Americans was a gift of the British constitutionaltradition and the English common law, which had been incorporatedinto ;American colonial laW, often formally so in the constitutions ofthe colonies Indeed ·t • t n· h · de·
• , 1 is e 1ng t at in the four years prior to m pendence, no •fewer th 

, c m·
• an twenty-one editions of Blackstone s 0 

mentaries on the L if 
· 

. 22 A d h aws O England had been published in America. n w en the thirteen l • ·(ingtheir own • • new Y independent states turned to wn constitutions aft tenter 1776, these were to a significant ex 
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48 CONSERVATISM 

impeachment· due process of law; the jury trial· th , . , e righ speech to bear arms, and to be immune from unreas 
t to ft , . onab}e eeand the quartering of soldiers; and so forth. At least s. seatcL. OCteen 11 twenty-one sections making up the first four articles of the of the

tion, as well as much of the first eight amendments to th Consut\i,
. h • e Const· tion, implicitly refer to Enghs sources. 24 

• •tu.

But it is rarely acknowledged that this conformity of th 
stitution of 1787 to the English constitution was a matter of th

e Con,
cal significance for the American nationalists. Earlier that Yea;oreti,Adams, writing in London during Shays' Rebellion, publish� John
first volume of his Defence of the Constitutions of the United! !he
oifAmerica, which sought to vindicate the Anglo-American ates 

constj. tutional tradition in the face of attacks by rationalist philosoph ersAdams's argument is two-pronged: He argues that even if English constitutional traditions were neither good nor evil in themselves 
I and "the people, by their birth, education, and habits, were familiarly 

attached to them;' this would provide �'motive particular enough 
for their preservation;' which would be better than to "endanger 
the public tranquility ... by renouncing them:' 25 But Adams does 
not believe that English laws are neither good .nor evil. Rather, he 
takes up a survey of constitutions throughout history in order to 
demonstrate that the greatest insights into the nature of free govern-
ment have been implemented only in the English constitution, 
which is therefore closer to perfection than any other known to 
mankind. As he writes: 

The English constitution is, in theory, the most stupen
dous fabric of human invention, both for the adjustment
of the balance, and the prevention of �ts vibrations; and
the Americans ought to be applauded instead of censured
for imitating it as far as they have. Not the formation of
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American Nationalists 

languages, nor the whole art of navigation and ship build

ing, does the �uman understanding more honor than this
'26 

system of government.

49 

Indeed, although Adams recommends reforms in the British

House of Commons so that it may better carry out its democratic

function, he nonet�eless foresees the possibility that the Americans

will, with time, "make transitions to a nearer resemblance of the
h 

't t' "27

Britis constl u 10n. 
Adams's book arrived in the United States in mid-April of 1787.

A few weeks later, Washington, Madison, and other members of the 
Virginia and Pennsylvania delegations agreed upon the so-called 
"Virginia Plan;' which outlined a national government based on 
three branches of government a:nd a bicameral legislature. At the 
convention itself, Oliver Ellsworth, John Dickinson, and others de
fended the British constitution. But the most prominent Federalist 
figure in this respect was Hamilton, who told the delegates explicitly 
that the closer the Constitution could be brought to th� British one 
the better, explaining that "the British government was the best in 
the world, and that he doubted much whether anything short of it 
would do in America:' Like Adams, Hamilton praised the English 
constitution for balancing a strong democratic element in a repre
sentative, elected lower house against an executive and upper house 
that served for life, and so were shielded from wild swings in public 
opinion. In this way, the British constitution "unites public strength
with individual securitY:' 28 

These views concerning the English constitution made both
�dams and Hamilton early opponents of French revolutionaryideas. Adams was especially proud to have published his bookbefore the outbreak of the French Revol�tion, and sometimesSuggested it had influenced Burke's Reflections on the Revolution
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in France, which appeared in 1790. Adams,s 1 Dav ·z ( ) ater Disc 1- a 1790 was written in the same anti-rev 1 . 0Urses M h'I . o Uhon %eanw 1 e, Hamilton encouraged and even f ary sPir ant· 1 • unded tt 
1-revo utionary publications in the 1790s hi 1 sever· a . , mse f co al series of Burkean Letters of Pacificus in 1793 .29 At th lllposin 

the Federalist judges on the ne·wiy appointed nat· 
e sallle tilllAg

C . . . tonal S \;,ourt determined, 1n a series of rulings during the Uprelll,
• 

179os, th entire body of English common law was the inherited law atthefederal government at its creation. 30 
of the

The chief opponent of the nationalist conservatives · h • . int esed bates was Jefferson. Long venerated for his role in securi e. 
. . ng Ame. can independence, Jefferson 1s now a hero to a large s . ri.. . . . . ection1 ofconservatives who admire hurt for his opposition to a str . . . . ong na. honal government. It 1s therefore sometimes hard to unde • rstand the ferocity with which the nationalist conservatives loathed th . . e1r 

opponent, whom they saw as representing e�erything they abhorred; 
rationalism as opposed to traditionalism, states' rights and the phi
losophy of t.I:ie individual as opposed to the building up of the Amer
ican nation, agrarianism as opposed to an urban and comm�rci� 
future, and, of co1.1rse, the twin evils of atheism and slavery.31 Nor 
was Jefferson a friend to the Federalists'· Constitution of 1787. As a

. devotee of Enlightenment rationalist philosophy, qe held tradition
to be unimportant-at best, and considered constitutions to be merely
transitory and technical devices, to be rewritten from scratch every
twenty years. For him, the only real constitution was _the univers�

d h d no neeu
rights of man, which could be known by reason an a 

. for constraints inherited from the past. . alf."oking!J
The historian Gertrude Himmelfarb once said, only h . J

al con· 
'tutiOO 

that the absence of Jefferson from the American Co�stI . 
A
mericaV 

vention was the clearest sign of Providence intervening in . p�
sill 

d c. th• • J .a-erson wa 
history. 32 There is much to be sai ror 1s view. eu, 
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We have some names of note here who have apostatized fro
the true faith .... Mr. Paine's answer to B1'.1"ke will be a refres:
ing shower to their minds. It would brmg England itself t reason and revolution if it was permitted to be read there.'�

In this letter, Jefferson refers to his own Enlightenment lib 
ism as "the true faith" and his Federalist opponents as «ap era}.. ostates»from it. Moreover, he does not hesitate to hope that Paine's b I • " B ·t • I 

00kwill bring "reason and revo ut1on to n a1n. n 1795, with R 
tionary France at war with Britain, and the Netherlands reevoiu.cent} conquered by the French armies under General Pichegru, we fin!Jefferson writing to a member of Congress that he hopes soonvisit occupied London and to dine there with the general: "For�believe I should be tempted ·t(? ... go and hail the dawn of libe 

and republicanism in that island:'35

rty 
This division between Jeffersonian imperialist liberals, eagerspread_"the true faith" by f�rce o� arms, and nationalist conservati;who wish to have no part 1n thetr forever wars-remains very much

with us to this day.
4. Executive Power ·vested in One Man

Uniting the American nation and bri�ging it under ·an effective na
tional government was the most prominent Federalist goal, which early
American nationalists pursued by a variety of means. The best-known
part of this program was the Federalists' support for a powerful chief
executive modeled on the British one. It is difficult today to fully appreciate how offensive the unitary chief executive was to enthusia�tsof Enlightenment rationalism, who insisted on a plural executive-IIleffect, government by a committee-.:.as a crucial impediment to tyr·

illanny. This model of a plural executive appeared repeatedly 
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liberty against the enterprises and assaults of ambition,
of faction, and of anarchy. 37 

N ti. that Hamilton goes well beyond the common supp •. oa � 
that a strong executive is needed only to fight wars and pros n

h " d' ecute
criminals. He doesn't believe that t e or inary course of justice' Will
always be sufficient to ensure the safety of property, and regards 

£ t b k «• 

the 
energetic executive as a orce necessary o rea up irregular 
high-handed combinations" by powerful interests that manip 

a
l
nd 

. u ate
the laws to their advantage. He sees clearly that without an ener get1c

and executive, the country is constantly threatened by individuals 
factions that seek to advance themselves at the expense of the int 
rity of the nation as a whole. This constant threat of anarchy geg.oes
hand in hand with a "feeble executive"-precisely what Americ . ans 
had experienced under the Articles of Confederation. 

But the requisite energy, Hamilton argues, is gene�ally possible 
only where the executive power is "in a single hand:' As he writes: 

Unity is conducive to energy .... Decision, activity, secrecy, 
and dispatch will generally characterize the proceedings 
of one man in a much more eminent degree than the pro
ceedings of any greater number .... This unity may be de
stroyed in two ways: Either by vesting the power in two or 
more magistrates of equal dignity and authority, or by vest
ing it ostensibly in one man, subject in whole or in part to
the control and cooperation of others .... No favorable circumstances palliate or atone for the
disadvantages of dissention in the executive department.
They serve to embarrass and we·aken the plan or measureto which they relate, from the first step to the final conclusion of it. They constantly counteract those qualities in the
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American Nationalists

executive which are most necessary ingredients in its

composition-vigor and expedition, and this without any

counterbalancing good. 38

55 

This view of the unitary executive appears time and again in the

arguments of the Federalist Party. James Wilson, for example, pre

sented much the same arguments in the ratifying convention in

Pennsylvania:

The executive authority is one. We may discover from his

tory, from reason, and from experience, the security which 

this furnishes. The executive power is better to be trusted 

when it has no screen. Sir, we have a responsibility in the 

person of our President; he cannot act improperly, and 
hide either his negligence or inattention; he cannot roll 
upon any other person the weight of his criminality; no 
appointment can take place without his nomination; and 
he is responsible for every nomination he makes. We se
cure vigor. We well know what numerous executives are .. 

We know there is neither vigor, decision, nor responsibil

ity, in them. 39

These descriptions of a powerful executive-one characterized by 

vigor and expedition, decision, activity, secrecy, and dispatch-are, 

as we know, unappealing to many Americans today, who hear in them 
premonitions of authoritarianism. This is because the powers of the 
American president in the Constitution of 1787 were modeled on 
those of the British king, and Jefferson and his. allies never tired of
accusing the Federalist Party of being monarchists. ("Their sight must
be perfectly dazzled by the glittering of crowns and coronets:

, 
Jeffer

son wrote to Madison concerning Washington's administration in

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight



CONSERVATISM

56 

)40 B t tti·ng aside these slanders, we see that Washin 
1794. u se . . gton,s 
tionalist conservatives really did advance a very different th lla,
government from that to which Jefferson and his party sub eory Ofa. ' . scr1b 
Consider these famous lines from Jeuersons inaugural addres • ed.sin 18 01:

er-What more is necessary to make us a happy and a prosp 
ous people? Still one thing more, fellow-citizens-a Wis
and frugal government, which shall restrain men fro;
injuring one another, shall leave them otherwise free to
regulate their own pursuits of industry and improveme t n,
and shall not_ take from the mouth of labor the bread it has
earned. This is the sum of good government, and this is
necessary to close the circle of our felicities. 41

Here, Jefferson claims that "the sum of good goverriment" is that it "restrains men from injuring one another" and otherwise leaves them alone. According to this view, there is no need for the Federalists' energetic executive, which acts with "vigor and expedition'' tobreak up "irregular and high-handed combinations" or to counter the "enterprises and assaults of ambition, of faction, and of anarchy"-because no grave injustices are likely to arise from the free activities of private individuals·, organizations, or corporations, and no threat of anarchy is foreseen from the actions of ambitious personsor factions. For Jeffersonians, the only genuine threat is from theenergetic, unitary executive itself.To be sure, the Jeffersonian suspicion of government, and theaccompanying desire to limit the powers of the executive, has itsroots in Anglo-American tradition going all the way back to theBible. Nevertheles th A I ' 
d' • n hads, e ng o-American political tra 1tio sought to balance c. 1 • pow·a power1 u executive by granting competingers tp the legislatur d b . . . . d' • du�s e an Y recogn1z1ng certain rights of 1n tVl 

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight

Todd
Highlight



l 

.,I/ 

under law. It had never supposed that a powerful and active execu
tive is unnecessary for the well-being of the nation, nor had it
sought to enfeeble executive power by placing it in the hands of a
committee as the Americans had done under the Articles of Con
federation. On this point, the Federalists saw things clearly: The
preceding decade under a feeble executive-like the anarchic de
cades of the Wars of the Roses that prec�ded the rise of the Tudors
in England-had revealed that a human society always stands at 
the edge of a precipice. And while a disciplined people may benefit 
from the lifting of certain constraints that have been imposed upon 
them, at the time of the next great threat they will invariably cry 
out for the energies of the executive to be unleashed in order to 
restore their safety, justice, and freedom. In providing their presi
dent with powers comparable to that of a British king, the Federal
ists made it possible for the United States to prepare for such threats 
and to meet them successfully, in this way proceeding as a strong, 
stable, and cohesive nation. 

5. The Suprem_e Court and the Constitution

Less familiar, but no less significant, is the Federalists, protracted
struggle to forge a national judiciary with the authority to interpret 
the Constitution of 1787. Such authority would enable it to impose 
the Constitution on the states and individual citizens, and to fend off 
anti-nationalist challenges to the powers of the nati�nal government, 
both in its executive and judicial branches. However, Article III of 
the Constitution did not explicitly grant such authority to the na� 
tional judiciary, and attaining it required the Federalists to carry out 
a concerted campaign to establish a judicial branch of the national 
government more powerful than in any other country, including even
Britain, from which this effort drew much of its inspiration.
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