
The Founders And The Classics: Decoding the
Influence of Ancient Knowledge on America's
Founding Fathers

[view image]

When it comes to understanding the intellectual roots of the United States'
Founding Fathers, one cannot underestimate the importance of classical
knowledge. The Founders drew heavily from the ancient world, seeking
inspiration and guidance from the works of Greek and Roman philosophers,
historians, and political thinkers. This article delves into the profound influence of
the classics on America's Founders, exploring the philosophical ideas and
principles that shaped the birth of a nation.

The Appeal of the Classics

The classics possessed an enduring appeal for the Founding Fathers due to
various reasons. Firstly, the intellectual atmosphere of the time emphasized the
study of classical languages and literature for a well-rounded education.
Secondly, ancient Greece and Rome were seen as the founders of Western
civilization, and the Founders sought to emulate the success and wisdom of
these ancient societies. Lastly, the classics offered a treasure trove of ideas and
wisdom that could be applied to the formation of a new government.

The Influence of Greek Philosophy

The Greek philosophers, particularly Plato and Aristotle, had a profound impact
on the thinking of the Founding Fathers. Plato's concept of the philosopher-king
and his ideas on justice and the ideal state resonated with the Founders' vision of
a just and fair government. Aristotle's works on politics, ethics, and natural law



provided valuable insights into the principles of government, human nature, and
the pursuit of happiness.
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Roman Republicanism and Cicero

The Founders admired the Roman Republic and drew inspiration from its political
structure and institutions. They were particularly influenced by the writings of the
Roman statesman and orator, Cicero. Cicero's concept of natural law and his
emphasis on civic virtue and public service resonated deeply with the Founders'
vision of a virtuous and participatory citizenry.

The Enlightenment and Montesquieu's Influence

The Enlightenment period also played a significant role in shaping the thinking of
the Founding Fathers. French political philosopher Montesquieu's book "The
Spirit of the Laws" greatly influenced the Founders' ideas on the separation of
powers and the importance of checks and balances in a government.
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Montesquieu's theories on the three branches of government directly impacted
the design of the American political system.

The Founding Documents and Classical Ideals

The influence of the classics is most evident in America's founding documents.
The Declaration of Independence, with its famous phrase "We hold these truths
to be self-evident," echoes the ideas of natural law and individual rights found in
the works of Aristotle and Cicero. The Constitution, with its emphasis on the
separation of powers and the establishment of a democratic republic, reflects the
ideals of Montesquieu's political theories.

The Legacy of the Classics

The impact of the classics on America's Founding Fathers cannot be overstated.
Their deep engagement with the works of ancient Greek and Roman thinkers laid
the foundation for the principles and values upon which the United States was
built. The enduring legacy of the classics can be seen in the nation's institutions,
legal system, and civic culture.

The Founders and the classics share a unique bond, one that helped shape the
course of history and contributed to the birth of a new nation. The intellectual
ideas and philosophical concepts derived from the ancient world left an indelible
mark on the minds of the Founding Fathers, guiding them in their quest to create
a government that upheld justice, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Today,
their legacy serves as a reminder of the enduring wisdom and timeless relevance
of the classics.
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Is our Greek and Roman heritage merely allusive and illusory? Or were our
founders, and so our republican beginnings, truly steeped in the stuff of antiquity?
So far largely a matter of generalization and speculation, the influence of Greek
and Roman authors on our American forefathers finally becomes clear in this
fascinating book-the first comprehensive study of the founders’ classical reading.

Carl J. Richard begins by examining how eighteenth-century social institutions in
general and the educational system in particular conditioned the founders to
venerate the classics. He then explores the founders’ various uses of classical
symbolism, models, “antimodels,” mixed government theory, pastoralism, and
philosophy, revealing in detail the formative influence exerted by the classics,
both directly and through the mediation of Whig and American perspectives. In
this analysis, we see how the classics not only supplied the principal basis for the
U.S. Constitution but also contributed to the founders’ conception of human
nature, their understanding of virtue, and their sense of identity and purpose
within a grand universal scheme. At the same time, we learn how the classics
inspired obsessive fear of conspiracies against liberty, which poisoned relations
between Federalists and Republicans.
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The shrewd ancients who molded Western civilization still have much to teach us,
Richard suggests. His account of the critical role they played in shaping our
nation and our lives provides a valuable lesson in the transcendent power of the
classics.
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