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The Philosophical Foundations of American Government 

“We the people of the United States, in order to form a more perfect union, establish 

justice, insure domestic tranquility, provide for the common defense, promote the general 

welfare, and secure the blessings of liberty to ourselves and our posterity, do ordain and 

establish this Constitution for the United States of America” (Grant 85).   

These stirring words mark out the beginning of one of the most famous documents in human 

history: the Constitution of the United States of America.  The Constitution expounds the 

methods and motivations of the American experiment, but this remarkable document, (and the 

government it produced), did not spring fully formed from the void.  Rather, the foundation of 

American government had deep roots: philosophical roots, cultural roots, and religious roots.  

Shaped in the context of the Western tradition, the American system of government formed a 

river which flowed from the confluence of three great streams: the Classical world, the 

Enlightenment project, and the Christian faith.  Each of these streams brought with it a range of 

influences and thinkers.  Sometimes these streams of thought (and even the particular thinkers 

within a given stream) complemented each other, and at other times they contradicted each other.  

Each in their own way though, contributed to the philosophical foundations of the American 

government.  In this paper, we will examine how Aristotle (representing the Classical stream), 

John Locke (representing the Enlightenment stream), and John Calvin (representing the Christian 

stream), influenced the foundations of American government.  

 

It is important to recognize that these three thinkers are merely representatives of the many 

philosophers, theologians, and statesmen who had an influence on American government.   
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The foundation of America cannot be traced back to any one root cause, movement, or moment.  

Rather, it was the unique combination of Classical, Enlightenment, and Christian thought that 

were to converge to shape the American government.  For the sake of time, therefore, we will 

only examine our three representative thinkers (Aristotle, Locke, and Calvin) without going too 

far afield.  It is worth noting, however, that in addition to these more well-known figures, there 

are a host of lesser known influences which would have no less of an impact.  One can think of 

the influence which the early Patristic writers had on Thomas Jefferson’s views of religious 

liberty (see Robert Louis Wilken’s book The Christian Roots of Religious Freedom) or the way 

in which the medieval legal traditions of the Declaration of Arbroath in Scotland or the Magna 

Carta in England were to shape the American experience – but we digress.  To get at the roots of 

the American experiment, we must go to one of the roots of Western civilization itself: the 

Classical world. 

 

Aristotle is our representative of this stream of influence.  In this area, as in almost every area, he 

was a man who exhibited a powerful intellect which extended a powerful influence for millennia 

to come.  Aristotle was born in Macedonia in the year 384 B.C.  He had the remarkable fortune 

of being intimately acquainted with some of the greatest minds in the ancient world.  As one 

philosopher put it, “Attracted to Athens by the fame of Plato, Aristotle came from his home in 

northern Greece in his eighteenth year to become a student of the Academy.  Plato was then sixty 

and had been head of the school for at least fifteen years.  No young student has ever been 

subject to the dominance of a more overpowering personality” (Cornford 85).  Not only was 

Aristotle the student of Plato (who was himself, the student of Socrates), he was also the tutor of  
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the young Alexander the Great.  After spending somewhere between eight and twenty years 

studying under Plato in the Academy, Aristotle left Athens and opened his own school called “the 

Lyceum”.  Initially, Aristotle was a committed Platonist, (he could hardly be expected to be 

otherwise), but as the years passed by his philosophy began to drift from that of his great teacher.  

While Plato was clearly, “the dominant influence in Aristotle’s thought”, as Armstrong would 

say, Aristotle developed his own system of philosophy which was to have an almost 

immeasurable influence on the Western world (Armstrong 66).   

 

In speaking of his influence, we must echo the words of F.M. Cornford who says, “I cannot here 

attempt to outline the system of a man whose enormous industry, rivaled only, perhaps, by that of 

St. Thomas, raised every problem that ingenuity could suggest, and pursued the solution to the 

smallest detail. […] there is no main subject of philosophy or science on which he had not said 

something still worth the hearing” (Cornford 90).  Aristotle was as significant for the questions 

he raised as for the answers he gave.  He provided the Western tradition with much of the 

grammar and vocabulary that has framed philosophical and scientific thought since his time.  

Speaking of his influence in only one area, Will Durant states that, “The first great distinction of 

Aristotle is that almost without predecessors, almost entirely by his own hard thinking, he 

created a new science - Logic” (Durant 47).  His Poetics framed the Western view of Aesthetics, 

his Nicomachean Ethics framed the Western understanding of the shape and meaning of “the 

good life”, and his Politics would shape the flow and development of Western political thought 

down to the present day. 
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What then, were the chief political ideas and ideals of Aristotle?  There are almost too many 

to mention, and this brief survey cannot even attempt a good summary of the extent of Aristotle’s  

political reflections.  Still, we can hope to introduce at least one of his ideas and to explore how 

this idea (namely, Aristotle’s argument for a mixed regime), shaped the foundation of American 

government.  As one who lived at a time when the glories of the Golden age of Greece were 

coming to an end, and when the Greek city-states were on the cusp of being swallowed up by 

imperial designs, Aristotle gave careful attention to the various forms of government.  He argued 

that there were six main forms which government could take and each of these forms has an 

opposite.  Gregory Johnson describes Aristotle’s six forms of government well,  

“When a single man rules for the common good, we have kingship.  When he rules for 

his own good, we have tyranny.  When the few rule for the common good, we have 

aristocracy.  When they rule for their factional interest, we have oligarchy.  When the 

many rule for the common good, we have polity.  When they rule for their factional 

interest, we have democracy.  These six regimes can exist in pure forms, or they can be 

mixed together” (Johnson 39). 

In the Politics, Aristotle wrestles with the problem of deciding which of these six regimes is 

ideal.  As he says in the Politics 4.14, “There is also a doubt as to what is to be the supreme 

power in the state.  Is it the multitude? Or the wealthy? Or the good? Or the one best man? Or a 

tyrant?  Any of these alternatives seems to involve disagreeable consequences” (Aristotle 300).  

How, then, did Aristotle decide which regime was best?  His answer was to reject the idea of a 

pure regime (i.e. choosing only one of the six forms of government), and to advocate instead for 

a mixed regime.  It was this idea that was to have a profound impact on the American form of  
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government.  “Aristotle’s mixed regime,” as Johnson puts it, “is the origin of the idea of the 

separation of powers and checks and balances.  It goes hand in hand with a very modern political 

realism” (Johnson 41).  

 

The Founding Fathers were steeped in the Western political tradition – a tradition that drew 

heavily on the work of the philosophers of Greece and the statesmen of Rome.  They saw the 

fledgling American experiment as one that had roots in the past.  As one scholar notes, “both 

John Adams and Thomas Jefferson saw Aristotle as one of the first formulators of the principles 

of the American founding” (Johnson 31).  Having won their freedom from the British, the 

Founding Fathers found themselves embroiled in later disputes over what form the new 

government should take.  They (following Aristotle) believed that a constitutional government 

was ideal, and the writings of men like James Madison in The Federalist Papers sought to argue 

for the strength of such an approach.  This support for the mixed regime that a constitutional 

form of government embodied went hand in hand with a deep distrust of a pure democracy.  As 

Madison says, “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” (Madison 126).  In place of 

this, the Founders put forth the model of a constitutional democratic republic.  This model of 

government blended the ideals of a polity in its democratic impulses, and the advantages of a 

merit based aristocracy through its republican form.  All of this takes place under the rule of law 

provided by a constitutional structure.  Incorporating this insight from Aristotle gave the 

American form of government a strength that has often kept it from being wholly co-opted by  
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any one of the branches.  While struggles for power can and do take place between the three 

branches of government (as well as between Federal, State, County, and City governments), it 

makes it much more difficult for a tyrant to exalt himself unilaterally.  The erosion of this 

Aristotelian balance of powers can only come at a high price. 

 

While the Founders did draw from the deep wells of Classical thought, they were also men of 

their day and the Enlightenment proved to have a profound impact on their own political 

philosophy.  There are any number of significant Enlightenment thinkers who influenced 

America’s founding but John Locke is a fitting representative of the Enlightenment project’s 

ongoing influence on the American experience.  Locke was born in England in 1632.  By the 

time of his death in 1704 he would witness the growth and diminishment of the Puritan 

movement, live through the English Civil War, and enjoy the benefits of the Glorious Revolution 

of 1688.  During the course of his life, Locke went from, “an established and respectable country 

family in Somerset, to a studentship in medicine at Christ Church, Oxford, to the household of 

the Whig politician and Exclusionist agitator Anthony Ashley Cooper, first Earl of Shaftsbury, 

and eventually into subversive intrigue and hasty exile in Holland during the reign of James II” 

(Waldron 207).  He lived an eventful life, and was heavily influenced by contemporary thinkers 

during his time at University and during the early years of his fledgling career as part of the 

Whig party.  It was after the Glorious Revolution, however, that he rose to his greatest 

prominence.   

 

It was in the year following the 1688 Revolution that Locke published his famous, Two Treatises  
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of Government.  It is quite likely that they had been written years before, but the new political  

arrangement which the Revolution provided allowed Locke to publically air his views.  The 

impact was tremendous.  As Waldron says, “The year 1688 was a turning point for Locke: 

although some of his works were published anonymously, they soon acquired for him a very 

considerable reputation, and he enjoyed both political influence and minor political and 

administrative office […] in the last fifteen years of his life” (Waldron 208).  Locke 

corresponded with Isaac Newton, enjoyed intellectual dominance in his native England, and, “In 

France, Condillac declared that between Aristotle and Locke there had lived no true 

philosophers” (Kirk 289).   

 

Despite this heaping praise it is only fair to note that, as Kirk puts it, “In most matters, Locke 

was not an original thinker, but rather a synthesizer or popularizer. […] In politics he sought to 

work the opinions of earlier philosophers into a system consonant with the historical experience 

and the new needs of his country” (Kirk 285).  This should not diminish our estimation of the 

significance of Locke, but rather shows the connection between his thought, and that of those 

before him.  Indeed, most scholars believe that Locke’s Second Treatise of Government, was an 

indirect response to Hobbes’ Leviathan.  Hobbes was representative of the ideas of political 

absolutism which argued that government, by necessity, wields its authority by virtue of its 

power.  The government, therefore, is not subject to any higher rule or that rule would, by 

definition, be the true government in a society.  Political absolutism found ample defenders in the 

monarchial governments of mainland Europe, but in contrast to the “might makes right” ideas of 

Hobbes, Locke stressed the ideals of equality, toleration, and religious freedom.  Waldron goes so  
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far as to say that,  

“The political writings of John Locke offer the earliest example we have of a  

well-worked-out liberal political theory; and it is still one of the most influential.  The 

stand that Locke took against political absolutism is the definitive starting point of 

modern liberal constitutionalism; and the positions he outlines on natural rights, limited 

government, religious toleration, executive accountability, and the rule of law are 

essential elements of modern liberal politics” (Waldron 209).  

It is not difficult to see the impact which these ideas would have on America’s founding.  Indeed, 

deciding which one of Locke’s influential ideas to consider is no easy task, but a good case could 

be made for one of Locke’s primary contributions being the emphasis on the “consent of the 

governed”. 

 

Whereas Aristotle’s idea of the mixed regime was to prove significant in the structure of the 

American government, Locke’s idea of the consent of the governed was to prove significant for 

its very existence.  Before we explore this in more depth, we must first understand what Locke 

meant by his use of the term.  Locke argued that men are created in equality in what he called, 

“the state of nature”.  In the state of nature no man rules over another, and thus the only reason 

why one might rule over his neighbor is because he has been granted that power by the consent 

of those he governs.  Locke saw this working out, not only in the primitive tribal arrangements of 

early human societies (where a few families might come together under the authority of a local 

chief) but at all levels of government.  Kirk puts it well when he says that, “Locke intends to 

prove that government is agreed upon by free contract; that governors hold their authority only  
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as a trust from the people; and that when this trust is violated, a people may use their strength 

rightfully to undo tyranny – although only under heavy provocation” (Kirk 285).  Unlike 

Hobbes, Locke was not content to allow government unfettered power or control.  All  

government, according to Locke, was limited by the power which was granted to it by the ones 

being governed.   

 

Although Locke died a full 72 years before the American Revolution was to take place, it was 

partly his ideas about the consent of the governed that was to provide such a powerful 

justification for it. If Locke was right that, as Kirk summarizes it, “Society is the product of a 

voluntary contract among men equal in a state of nature,” then the imposition of Imperial power 

on the unconsenting American colonies was unjust (Kirk 285).  The logic is simple: the people 

have granted power to Parliament and to the King in trust and any breach of the people’s trust is 

justification for withdrawing that power.  The American founders found themselves in just such a 

situation.  They saw themselves not only as citizens by birth but also as citizens by consent – and 

the power they had granted to the British government was being misused and abused.  According 

to the political ideals of England’s greatest political philosopher, the American founders saw 

themselves as justified in their revolution against these abuses.  Thus, the political ideals of 

Locke play a vital role in the very existence of the American government.  His ideas of religious 

liberty, the value of property, the rule of law, and the equality of man would all prove significant 

in the years to come – but for the revolutionaries fighting the British in the 1770’s and 80’s it was 

Locke’s idea of the consent of the governed that was to put fuel on their fire.  His philosophy 

made theirs a righteous cause.   
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While Locke’s contributions were significant, they were not always positive.  To quote Kirk once 

more, “Locke, as much as Hobbes, was a philosopher of individualism.  He had no deep  

affection for the Christian concept of a ‘community of souls’” (Kirk 286).  Locke began with the 

fundamental premise of the autonomy of the individual and saw man as a blank slate on which 

experience would etch an understanding of natural rights and laws.  While he never denied the 

existence of God, Locke’s philosophy relegated Him to the margins.  Instead of government 

exercising authority which it bore in trust from God as the creator, government now exercised its 

authority in trust from man whom it governed.  This radical individualism was part of the 

sometimes cursed inheritance which America was to receive from the Enlightenment project. 

 

Fortunately, however, there was another stream of thought which influenced America’s founding: 

historic Christianity.  While much ink has been spilled in the attempt to determine exactly how 

much Christianity impacted the Founding generation, no one can deny that Christianity did in 

fact have an impact.  It is significant for our purposes to note that the Christianity which shaped 

America’s founding was no generic brand of faith.  Rather, it was specifically the legacy of the 

Protestant Reformation that was to play such a significant role in the first 200 years of America’s 

history.  As such, it is fitting to consider the impact of John Calvin on the emerging political 

philosophy of the American government.  

 

The French Reformer was born in Noyon on July 10
th

, 1509.  It was the eve of the Reformation, 

and by the time Calvin was a young man he found himself in a Europe gripped by the throws of 

religious renewal and turmoil.  It is not clear at what point Calvin was converted, but it was  
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probably sometime during the early 1530’s.  Calvin was a well educated man, having enrolled in 

the College de Montaigu in Paris, and studied law in Bourges and Orleans.  He published his first  

book (a commentary on Seneca called De Clementia) in 1532 and seemed destined for a brilliant 

academic and legal career.  Just a year or so later, however, Calvin would experience a sudden 

conversion and flee Catholic France for the more hospitable religious climate of Switzerland.  He 

went first to Basel, and it was here in 1536 that the 27 year old Calvin would publish the first 

edition of his famous Institutes of the Christian Religion.  The book would go through many 

revisions in his lifetime, but it was to serve as a key summary of his theology and thought.  That 

same year, he became a pastor in Geneva and despite difficulties (at one point even being exiled 

by enemies in Geneva) Calvin went on to exert a significant influence on the Reformed branch of 

the Reformation that extended well beyond his death in 1564. 

 

The Reformed churches sought to build on the foundation laid by the earlier Lutheran 

Reformation and were to have a remarkable influence on the shape of Christianity in the years to 

come.  For many, Calvin became the touchstone of the Reformed movement, so much so that 

many Reformed folk over the centuries have even described themselves as being “Calvinists”.  

Calvin’s theology helped define the areas of continuity and discontinuity which the Reformed 

tradition shared with both Roman Catholicism on the one hand and Lutheranism on the other.  

Calvin’s discipleship was to have a direct impact on a whole generation of pastors and 

theologians (with such leading lights as John Knox among them), and it is from his training and 

teaching that Scottish Presbyterians, English Puritans, and the Dutch Reformed were to trace 

their immediate formation.  He planted churches, established schools, trained ministers, pastored  
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his flock, wrote hundreds of letters, and published books, sermons, and pamphlets throughout his 

life.  He was probably the most significant figure in the second generation of the Reformation.  

 

We do not, however, generally think of Calvin as a political thinker.  As political theorist Paul 

Marshall puts it, “There are still ongoing, contesting interpretations of the nature, status, place, 

and influence of Calvin’s view of politics.  In particular, even though the very term ‘political 

science’ was probably coined by the Calvinist Althusius, several contemporary political theorists 

argue that Calvin had nothing original to say about politics” (Marshall 142-143).  It is true that 

Calvin didn’t leave us a separate work exploring and explaining his political ideals (unlike 

Aristotle’s Politics, or Locke’s Second Treatise of Government).  Still, a careful reading of his 

commentaries, sermons, and other works show that Calvin had given careful Christian reflection 

to the subject of government.  It was the distinctively Christian nature of this reflection which 

was to be Calvin’s greatest insight.  As Marshall describes it,  

“Calvin’s key contributions to the study of politics come not from the detailed particulars 

of legal theory but from the way he embedded politics in a Christian, particularly 

Protestant, worldview or cosmology.  Calvin’s major contributions came in what we 

might now call a political sociology that reframes the nature of political action” (Marshall 

146).  

One example of the influence of this political sociology would be in regards to the work and role 

of the church.  In contrast to the emphasis of Medieval Roman Catholicism, Protestantism 

“dethroned” the priesthood and monastic orders.  Where the Roman Catholics saw the clergy as 

examples of a higher order and the common man (with his secular vocations) as an example of a  
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lower order, Protestantism rejected this division altogether.  As Marshall says, “Almost without 

exception Protestants, including Calvin, criticized this division of a lower and a higher life and 

asserted the potential equality of all ways of life” (Marshall 147).  No longer was the concept of  

vocation the exclusive property of the clergy.  Now all men, who were engaged in lawful work, 

were in a sense fulfilling a divine vocation.  The societal implications of this are massive, as it 

means that no one sphere of human life has the right to reign over all others.  As Calvin says in 

his commentary on Ephesians 5:21-27, “God has bound us so strongly to each other, that no man 

ought to endeavor to avoid subjection; and where love reigns, mutual services will be rendered.  I 

do not except even kings and governors, whose very authority is held for the service of the 

community. […]  The community at large is divided, as it were, into so many yokes, out of 

which arises mutual obligation” (Calvin 1990).  This teaching of mutual obligation stands in 

contrast to the individualism of the Enlightenment and to the Absolutism of an earlier age.  

Calvin argues that society is more than a mere aggregation of individuals.  He suggests that 

society is made up of mutual subjection, mutual service, and mutual obligation.  The concept of 

community is put in the foreground, and man’s relationship with his neighbor is given pride of 

place.   

 

To summarize then, Calvin’s political sociology (which was derived from his theology) can be 

described in terms of, “three basic interrelated motifs.  One is that God is sovereign over 

everything in the world.  The second is that, because sovereignty resides only in God, no earthly 

institution can claim final sovereignty for itself.  The third is that God’s sovereignty requires an 

active, voluntary human response in each area of life” (Marshall 148).  It was this broad societal  
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vision which was to shape the political life of early America.  This is not to say that all  

Americans were committed Calvinists, or even to suggest that they were all regenerated 

Christians.  Rather, it is to say that when Americans thought about politics they did so from a  

Protestant and Reformed worldview.  There are a number of lines of evidence one could put 

forward to support this thesis, but perhaps one of the most interesting is the record left to us by 

colonial election day sermons. 

 

Each election day, colonial Americans would flock to their local churches to be reminded of what 

duty God required of man in terms of politics.  Examining these sermons allows us to see how 

early Americans thought and spoke about their political obligations, and traces a significant 

source of influence on the thinking of the Founding generation.  As David Hall puts it, “Thus, it 

becomes clear that between the Great Awakening in the 1740s and the Declaration of 1776, the 

pulpit in America was prominent in shaping American political notions of liberty, a liberty that 

was rooted in a divinely created order” (Hall 227).  The first Great Awakening, led by men like 

Jonathan Edwards and George Whitefield, had been a Calvinistic Awakening, and it was this 

brand of Christianity that was to nurture the spiritual life of the nation in the decades leading up 

to the Revolution.  Preachers filled their sermons with references to Calvin and Beza, to Geneva 

and the French Huguenots, to John Knox and William Buchanan.  As Hall rightly concludes, 

“Thus, not only were the ideas of Calvin’s circle of Reformers still vital, but their writings were 

deemed authoritative enough to be cited in popular religious discourse at the time of the 

American Revolution” (Hall 222).  The doctrine of original sin, the idea that government is 

established by virtue of the delegated authority of God, the potential equality which the gospel  
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brought to civil society, all these ideas and more were preached and proclaimed in the pulpits of 

colonial America.  Hall summarizes the influence of Calvinism on early America well when he 

says, “Most studies of New England election sermons note these customary Calvinistic tenants:  

government is initiated by God; the fallen nature of man requires constraints; rulers must be 

limited and should meet moral qualifications; and law takes precedence over arbitrary opinion” 

(Hall 220).  It is perhaps hard for us in our modern day to appreciate just how much the political 

thought of the common man was shaped by the colonial pulpit, but in a day in which the 

Christian worldview still held sway (and in a time when the legacy of the Calvinistic Great 

Awakening was still fresh on the hearts and mind of this country) what was spoken in the pulpit 

often drove what happened in society.  

 

In seeking to uncover the ideas and thinkers which have shaped the political philosophy of 

America’s founding, we have traveled from the wisdom of the Classical age, to the turbulence of 

the Enlightenment, and finally to the lasting legacy of the Protestant Reformation.  We have seen 

how Aristotle’s idea of the mixed regime influenced the structure of the American government.  

We have seen how Locke’s emphasis on social contract theory and the consent of the governed 

prepared the way for the existence of the American government, and we have seen how Calvin’s 

Christian teachings on political sociology shaped the experience of the American government for 

the common man.  At every level, our great nation finds itself indebted to the wisdom of ages 

past.  Although the American experiment was in many ways a new thing, it was only new in that 

it provided a unique combination of older ideas and ideals.  As was mentioned at the beginning 

of the paper, we must reiterate the very limited scope of this work.  We have only looked at three  
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specific ideas which were articulated by three specific thinkers over the centuries.  One could 

just as easily write an entire paper on the influence of Aristotle (not to mention other Classical 

thinkers and statesmen such as Plato and Socrates, or Cicero and Cincinnatus).  Or we could 

consider the extensive influence of Enlightenment thinkers like Montesquieu or Reformation 

figures like Luther or Beza.  The point, however, remains the same.  In each instance, the three 

broad streams of the Classical world, the Enlightenment project, and the Christian tradition 

would come together to form the mighty (and at times turbulent) river which is the American 

government.  We find ourselves in an age when too many are drifting from these waters (or 

denying their influence all together) and whether one agrees or disagrees it is vital that the 

American citizen both recognize and reflect on the nature and extent of these influences.  Not all 

of these influences were healthy or helpful, and many of these influences (one can only think of 

the Reformed tradition in this regard) have been overshadowed and almost displaced over the 

centuries.  Yet, as famed political philosopher Russell Kirk has put it, “At bottom, the thinking of 

Americans of that day found their principles of order in no single political philosopher, but rather 

in what has been called the ‘Great Tradition,’ drawn from Hebrew and classical and Christian 

teaching, and tested by the personal experience of their British ancestors and their own colonial 

life” (Kirk 292-293).  To remain ignorant of that Great Tradition can only result in the crumbling 

of our cultural and intellectual foundations.  The roots of American order (to borrow Kirk’s 

phrase) are planted deep, and he is a fool who would seek to topple this oak out of malice, 

ignorance, or apathy.      
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