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Whig Anti-Intellectualism: An Intellectual History 

 

Abstract 

 

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, radical British and American writers wrote a set of 

influential meditations on the nature of liberty and tyranny. This set of texts became canonized in 

the later eighteenth century as the “Whig” or “Old Whig” or “True Whig” tradition. Historians of 

political thought have studied this corpus extensively, chiefly because of its lasting historical 

significance. In Britain, the Whig tradition came to represent a road not taken in the nation’s 

political trajectory – the main historical alternative to the political outlook that did in fact win out. In 

the Thirteen Colonies, the Whigs’ conception of liberty and tyranny became orthodoxy, providing 

the building-blocks for “Country” politics even today. 

But historians have missed a disturbing aspect of Whig political thought in their efforts to 

celebrate or vindicate that tradition. Scholars have tended to zero in on the Whig polemic against 

a professional military force and on the Whig polemic against financial wizardry. (Possibly because 

these are still important elements of American populism today.) However, these are precisely the 

two domains where the Whig tradition is arguably least original. In their diatribes against a 

“standing army” and against the “corruption” of financial innovation, the Whigs take great care 

never to stray from Ancient Greek and Roman tropes and arguments. So, what comparative-

philosophical reason do we have to study the Whig tradition? What is still original about the Whig 

tradition? Is there a distinctively Whig conception of liberty, and if yes, where can we find it? The 
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answer, I suggest in my dissertation, resides in the rabid anti-intellectualism of the Whig tradition, 

which has also left clear traces in the American political landscape. 

The literature that seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Britons and Americans were most 

familiar with – pre-modern European political literature – was almost unanimous in associating the 

intellect and intellectuals with good government. Whether we examine Plato, Sallust, medieval 

glossators, or Italian humanists, the assumption was almost always that tyranny had nothing to 

do with intellectual activity. Tyrants were viewed as bestial and sub-rational. Against that backdrop, 

the emergence of a Whig outlook in which intellectuals sometimes sustain the vilest tyrannies 

looks stunningly original, if not revolutionary. 

 In my dissertation, I trace this aspect of politically motivated anti-intellectualism through 

roughly two centuries of Anglo-American political reflection. By rereading the English Civil War 

(1642-51), the Exclusion Crisis (1679-81), the Glorious Revolution (1688-89), the American 

presidential election of 1800, and other important events through the lens of anti-intellectualism, 

Whig literature emerges as a protracted struggle against intellectual abuse. From the historical 

perspective provided in this way, the Republicans’ current assault on elite universities begins to 

look impeccably “republican.” Rather than dismissing the Republican campaign against the 

universities as senseless, confused, or stupid, my dissertation gestures at a history and logic 

behind it. Whether American citizens will decide to repudiate that history, and reject that logic, 

remains entirely up to them.
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Introduction 

Ever since a group of historians began to pioneer a “contextualist” approach to political texts, from the 1960s 

onward, the corpus of literature known as the “Whig tradition” has been their favorite subject. From the 

1960s to the 2000s, virtually every Anglo-American historian working in the “Cambridge School” of 

contextual historical analysis has had something to say about the Whig theorists of the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries.1 The reason for this interest is simple. In the UK, the “republicanism” of the Whigs was 

a road not taken in the nation’s political history. The British Whigs lost the battles of their time, receded into 

oblivion, and desperately needed excavation in the present. So argued Quentin Skinner, one of the founding 

fathers of Cambridge School contextualism. In the USA, by contrast, the Whigs won out spectacularly. In 

the eighteenth century, the Whig tradition became enshrined as the American republic’s political orthodoxy. 

In short, the fascination of Anglo-American intellectual historians with the Whig tradition has always been 

undergirded by an autobiographical impulse. The tradition formed an important, although sometimes 

underappreciated, part of British and American identity. From this perspective, the dissertation I am 

presenting now may seem doubly presumptuous. Any new commentary on an over-studied set of texts 

requires some justification. But especially if that commentary comes from someone who is not a citizen of 

the United States or the British Commonwealth. What could I possibly have to tell citizens of the Anglo-

American world about their own past that they have not already figured out by now? 

 My answer to the question of “why yet another…?” has three parts. The first part of the answer, 

which I will flesh out in Chapter 1, is that histories of the Whig tradition have tended to be unclear about the 

reasons why we should care about that tradition. When Quentin Skinner, John Pocock, and other prominent 

historians put Whig texts at the center of their attention, they seem to be saying two contradictory things. 

They want to attribute to the Whig tradition both the strongest possible continuity with Greco-Roman 

antiquity, and theoretical originality at the same time. Yet how can a tradition that rehashes classical tropes 

and propositions be theoretically interesting and original? Throughout this dissertation I will suggest that 

anti-intellectualism was the aspect of Whig political thought that made this tradition most startlingly original. 

 
1 I will elaborate on what is generally understood by the “Whig tradition” in Chapter 1, Section I. For now, it 
suffices to note that it is a famous and well-examined set of texts that, collectively, communicate influential 
ideas about the importance of limits to monarchical and/or central authority. 
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It was the attack on the corruption of learning, and the tyrannical impulses of the learned, that broke the 

Whig tradition most forcefully apart from its moorings in classical antiquity. In making this argument, I hope 

to finally provide a satisfying account of the originality, or “diachronic distinctiveness,” of the Whig tradition. 

Another way of putting this: I have tried to highlight the modernity of the Whig tradition, whereas previous 

accounts have shown us its antiquity. 

 The second part of my justification has to do with an important scholarly argument about the Whig 

tradition which I wish to revise and expand. In the 1980s to 2000s, the intellectual historians Justin Champion 

and Mark Goldie unearthed a powerful anticlerical streak in Whig political thought. The assault on 

“priestcraft,” they demonstrated, was a central preoccupation of generations of Whiggish theorists. In 

arguing for the centrality of anti-priestcraft polemic within the Whig tradition, Champion and Goldie were 

making an important contribution. But their signification of this aspect of Whig thought has remained 

incomplete and occasionally misleading. In the first place, Champion and Goldie have suggested that the 

Whig concern with priestcraft was at bottom a quarrel in “ecclesiology,” or debate over the correct structure 

of the Church.2 That suggestion has obfuscated a broader interpretation of anti-priestcraft rhetoric as one 

part of a comprehensive interrogation of “learning” in all dimensions. Placing the Whiggish concern with 

priestcraft in the context of a wider questioning of established knowledge allows us to better appreciate its 

secular import. Secondly and relatedly, Champion and Goldie have assimilated the Whig concern with 

priestcraft to a broader European Enlightenment project.3 But as we shall see, the “plebeian” figures of the 

Whig canon had a rather different agenda than, say, D’Alembert and Diderot. The term “Enlightenment” 

suggests public illumination through scientific inquiry, free from the stifling influence of tradition. Yet most 

Whig theorists had in mind something far more radical. They glorified the uncultured, stubborn yeoman. 

They posited a structural affinity between the exclusivity of the scholar’s learning and the narrowness of the 

political prerogatives he tended to favor. Scholarship and erudition, if it was salvageable at all, remained 

 
2 Justin Champion, The Pillars of Priestcraft Shaken: The Church of England and Its Enemies, 1660-1730 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992); Mark Goldie, “Priestcraft and the birth of Whiggery,” in: 
Nicholas Phillipson & Quentin Skinner (eds.), Political Discourse in Early Modern Britain (Cambridge: 1993), 
p. 214. 

3 Mark Goldie, “Ideology,” in: Terence Ball et al. (eds.), Political Innovation and Conceptual Change 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), pp. 266-91; Champion, Pillars of Priestcraft, pp. 12-18. 
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deeply suspect to the Whig theorists discussed in this dissertation. In Chapters 4 and 5, we will see concrete 

examples of this gap between commonplace Enlightenment views on education and the Whig perspective. 

For now, I mainly want to note that Champion and Goldie may have overstated the similarities between 

Enlightenment and Whig thought. 

 The third part of my apology is that Anglo-American scholars of the Whig tradition may have 

sketched too rosy a picture of its contents. Perhaps because of the autobiographical investment noted 

above, scholarly accounts of the Whig tradition have been overwhelmingly celebratory. What Quentin 

Skinner, John Pocock, Bernard Bailyn, Gordon Wood, Philip Pettit, and others have in common is that they 

are chiefly concerned with indicating the ways in which contemporary virtues and values owe everything to 

the Whig articulation of liberty. There are exceptions to this rule.4 But generally speaking, the Whig tradition 

has been glorified as an emancipatory force and as a prescient challenge to governmental overreach. 

Perhaps it took an outsider to this game – a non-British and non-American non-intellectual – to bring to light 

the Whigs’ ominous anti-intellectualism. Effectively, my inquiry into Whig anti-intellectualism is an exploration 

of the dark underbelly of “republican” thought. But the dark and uncomfortable aspects of a tradition are 

often as relevant to the present as the brilliant and inspiring ones, as we will see in the Epilogue. 

 Any investigation into anti-intellectualism in American politics must begin with Richard Hofstadter’s 

Anti-Intellectualism in American Life (1962). I am indebted to Hofstadter’s masterful work in more ways than 

I can list here. Most importantly, Hofstadter’s book set the frame for this dissertation. It helped me see that 

the phenomenon I was interested in was “anti-intellectualism,” and not something else.5 Hofstadter’s Anti-

Intellectualism also shaped my thinking on the subject of anticlericalism and “priestcraft.” Hofstadter saw 

that anticlericalism cannot be conceptually distinguished from anti-intellectualism in a world in which 

education is not (yet) secularized.6 When the priest is your professor, and when the priest licenses 

 
4 A rare exception may be Blair Worden, “English republicanism,” in: J.H. Burns & Mark Goldie (eds.), The 
Cambridge History of Political Thought, 1450-1700 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), pp. 
474-75. 

5 Once that frame was set, I read Hofstadter’s other masterpiece The Paranoid Style in American Politics 
(1964) as describing something related. Notice how closely Hofstadter’s account of the “intellectual as 
ideologue” in Anti-Intellectualism (pp. 35-44), resembles the central thread of the Paranoid Style. 

6 Cf. Richard Hofstadter, Anti-Intellectualism in American Life (New York: Vintage Books, 1962), p. 47. 
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physicians and censors the press, a political campaign against him can be two different things. It can be an 

attack on the priest qua priest, or it can be an attack on the priest qua intellectual gatekeeper. Hofstadter 

remembered that the medieval world in which “learning” was the attribute of the clergyman – like “courage” 

was the attribute of the knight and “industry” of the peasant – was still just around the corner in early modern 

Britain and America. The history of political thought has made us keenly aware that present-day scholars 

may instinctively “oversecularize” by underestimating the centrality of religion. Hofstadter made us aware of 

the opposite danger. Champion and Goldie may have “overspiritualized” by overestimating the religious 

nature of the Whig attack on “priestcraft.” 

 The present dissertation diverges from Hofstadter in various important ways, too. Most obviously in 

terms of method. Since 1962, Quentin Skinner and John Pocock have shown the historical community how 

high the standards of evidence are to demonstrate intellectual influence and the presence of a tradition.7 

Most of the time, including in this dissertation, all we can hope to demonstrate is plausible influence, based 

on a preponderance of evidence. I argue that American revolutionaries were exposed to a more or less 

coherent anti-intellectual outlook whenever they read the Whig greats they so revered. I argue that this 

exposure (and this reverence) best explains the reappearance in America of a distinctively Whig 

constellation of anti-intellectual ideas. But there is no smoking gun. No American political actor ever picked 

up a quill to write “my suspicion of intellectuals is informed by British Whig literature.” By this methodological 

standard, though, Hofstadter fails to demonstrate anything except the existence of a nondescript theme in 

American discourse. I have set out to revisit the subject of American anti-intellectualism armed with the 

methodological tools of “Cambridge School” contextualism. The results of this second pass sometimes differ 

signally from Hofstadter’s conclusions. Most clearly, I disagree with Hofstadter about the beginning of the 

story of anti-intellectualism in American politics. To understand the arrival of a powerful anti-intellectual strain 

in American political discourse, we must begin not with the First Great Awakening (as per Hofstadter), but 

with the escalating tensions between Parliament and the Stuart monarchs in early seventeenth century 

 
7 The methodological writings that have taught me most are Quentin Skinner, “Language and political 
change,” in Terence Ball et al. (eds.), Political Innovation and Conceptual Change (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1989), pp. 6-23; Quentin Skinner, Visions of Politics, Vol. 1: Regarding Method 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002); and J.G.A. Pocock, Political Thought and History: Essays 
on Theory and Method (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009). 
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England.8 Hofstadter’s Anti-Intellectualism had very little to say about the Whig tradition or “Country” politics 

(the intellectual successor of Whiggism) in general. Perhaps for that reason, Hofstadter’s approach to the 

election of 1800 is the inverse of my own in Chapter 5. Hofstadter regarded the Federalist smear campaign 

against Jefferson as a French-style philosophe as the first appearance of anti-intellectualism in the American 

political arena.9 I argue instead that the ratification struggle was the debut, and that the Jeffersonians were 

the real anti-intellectual iconoclasts, with the Federalists trying to preserve intellectual class privilege by 

painting Jefferson as a philosophical leveler. 

 It all comes down to how one defines “intellectual” and “intellectualism,” which I must do before 

proceeding. Ironically, I wish to borrow most directly from Hofstadter’s Anti-Intellectualism on the definitional 

side. I largely accept Hofstadter’s helpful discussion of “the intellect” in the second chapter of his book. 

Intellect, writes Hofstadter, “is the critical, creative, and contemplative side of the mind.” Intellect “examines, 

ponders, wonders, theorizes, criticizes, imagines.” It is distinguished in this way from intelligence, which is 

a more practical (and therefore more widely appreciated) quality. While the intellect contemplates leisurely 

and creatively, intelligence “seeks to grasp, manipulate, re-order, adjust (…), seize the immediate meaning 

in a situation.”10 This element of leisurely creativity means that education and scholarship are domains in 

which the intellect is honed, rather than the intelligence.11 Ideas and knowledge form the raw stuff of the 

intellect. And if ideas and knowledge are the raw stuff of the intellect, then books represent the field in which 

it grows. The intellectual, then, is a person who, in Hofstadter’s words, “lives for ideas” by applying and 

enjoying his or her intellect.12 Or: a person who seems to live for ideas. In the second chapter of Anti-

Intellectualism, Hofstadter limited his discussion to what an intellectual really, objectively speaking, is. But 

for anti-intellectualism to obtain, all that is needed is the perception of an intellectual. That is why I depart 

from Hofstadter when he contends that an academic trajectory and association with the “learned 

 
8 Hofstadter, Anti-Intellectualism, pp. 64-65. 

9 Ibid., pp. 146-51. 

10 Ibid., p. 25. 

11 “Scholarship” and “schooling,” after all, are derived from the Ancient Greek word for “leisure” (σχολή). 

12 Hofstadter, Anti-Intellectualism, pp. 26-29. 
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professions” do not necessarily make someone an intellectual.13 Anti-intellectualism is a social backlash 

against perceived bookishness, against the harmful unworldliness of those who seem to “live for ideas,” 

against the appearance of an ideologue poised to bewitch the common folks with fancy language and occult 

knowledge.  

 In slightly modified form, therefore, Hofstadter’s discussion still stands as an epistemological 

account of the intellect and the intellectual. But to the epistemological aspect in which someone can be said 

to be an intellectual we must add a “sociological” aspect virtually absent from Hofstadter’s account. To most 

anti-intellectual discourses, the power dynamics between intellectuals and the rest of society are supremely 

important. Intellectuals may be ridiculed, dismissed, or even disliked by their compatriots for their celebration 

of book-learning. But this epistemological tendency of the intellectual can hardly account for the intense 

political animosity, even hatred, with which he or she is sometimes received. Intellectuals may be portrayed 

as feminine or weird for their bookishness, but they are seen as positively dangerous for their collective 

influence as a social class. The power this class can wield derives from the exclusivity of its knowledge. In 

the eyes of critics, insofar as the intellectuals’ knowledge is hoarded and kept from the rest of society, they 

can make themselves indispensable through an artificial scarcity. From the seventeenth century onwards, 

as we shall see, Parliamentarian and Whig authors routinely denounce intellectuals for having a shared 

political agenda diametrically opposed to the interests of the people. The most radical expressions in the 

Whig tradition even deny the existence of “knowledge” as a neutral category. All they see in ideas are 

political devices to overawe others and win the battle. Other radicals acknowledge the existence of 

knowledge but denounce its possession (usually on religious grounds) as inherently corruptive. Most 

exponents of the Whig tradition, however, accept the possibility and desirability of knowledge of some kind. 

These more common voices tend to emphasize the dangers of intellectual class interest much more than 

the dangers of learning itself. The sociological face of intellectualism takes precedence over its 

epistemological face, at least in the anti-intellectual tradition we shall be examining. 

 It is worth noting that the epistemological and sociological dimensions of (anti-)intellectualism 

occasionally point in different directions. Sometimes the sociological conception of intellectualism allows us 

 
13 Ibid. 
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to make sense of historical situations that a purely epistemological conception renders confused or 

ambiguous. The presidential election of 1800 offers a perfect example. Thomas Jefferson and his rival John 

Adams were two of the most erudite men in the United States at the time. Adams’s supporters, the 

Federalists, were wealthier and more highly educated on average than Jefferson’s Republicans. The learned 

professions, especially the university professors, tended to be or vote Federalist. And yet, Hofstadter 

concludes that Jefferson was the target of Federalist “anti-intellectualism.” If we look only at the 

epistemological side, then it is unclear whether Jefferson or Adams represented the “intellectual.” But if we 

start to consider the sociological side of intellectualism, it becomes clear that the Federalists defended the 

inherited privileges of intellectuals as a social class, while Jefferson’s alleged sin as a philosophe was that 

he sought to blast open the established conventions surrounding learning and education. The Jeffersonians 

were the real anti-intellectuals in the election of 1800. Another interesting example is Plato’s ideal of the 

philosopher-king or philosopher-statesman. In Chapter 1, I discuss Plato’s philosopher as arguably the most 

important expression of the premodern consensus that the intellect produces good government. But on 

purely epistemological grounds, it is not clear at all whether Plato’s philosopher is in fact an “intellectual.” 

Judging by the Republic, Plato’s most elaborate account of the education that would turn philosophers into 

excellent rulers, geometry and arithmetic supply the paradigm for the kind of knowledge the philosopher-

king needs above all.14 And, as we are reminded in Plato’s Meno, geometrical insight stands out precisely 

for its “naturalness.”15 No book-learning or esoteric information is needed to know that the angles of every 

rectangle are equally straight. (Talented math students and pupils need to do enviably little homework: the 

correct answers present themselves almost spontaneously.) Besides Plato’s emphasis on geometry, 

arithmetic and music, we know precious little about the philosopher’s curriculum. Maybe the philosopher will 

need to surround him- or herself with books, maybe not. Once we appreciate the sociological aspect of 

intellectualism, however, the picture becomes much clearer. The Republic is the first work in which a leisured 

class marked by the activity of contemplation wields great (indeed, all) power by virtue of its possession of 

 
14 Cf. Plato, Republic 375a ff., 503b ff. 

15 Plato, Meno 81c-85c, 86e-87b. 
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knowledge. From this perspective, Plato’s philosopher-king suddenly appears not just as an example but 

as an archetype of the intellectual. 

There are also cases in which the epistemological and sociological senses in which “intellectualism” 

can be understood pull in opposite directions. One important example is the Country opposition to Walpole 

in Augustan England, as we shall see in Chapter 4. Given that Country thinkers (also participants in the 

Whig tradition) denounced Walpole and his allies as “dunces,” it is initially confusing to see these thinkers 

use virulently anti-intellectual language to describe the Walpolean enemy.16 Our confusion disappears once 

we realize that these Country spokespersons were contrasting the purely sociological sense in which 

Walpole’s system was “intellectual” to the purely epistemological sense in which they themselves were 

claiming to be intellectuals. Walpole’s allies, although ignorant and unlettered, had been forcibly catapulted 

to the most prestigious places in the Republic of Letters. They dominated cultural production entirely 

undeservingly. Whereas the Country thinkers themselves had real knowledge without power, or so they 

claimed, Walpole’s accomplices held real power without knowledge. 

 This dissertation has been motivated by personal observation as a Dutch national living in the United 

States. When I arrived in the USA in 2017, I was immediately struck by the American suspicion of “the 

other’s” mental world. Hofstadter’s Anti-Intellectualism and Paranoid Style helped me tremendously in 

signifying what I saw and felt around me. Like Montesquieu visiting Augustan England, I was taken aback 

by the ferocity of public debate. The centrality of indoctrination and counterindoctrination as themes in 

national politics were utterly unfamiliar to me. No pundit in the Netherlands draws as much admiration and 

loathing as do Bill O’Reilly and Van Jones. No Dutch professor polarizes like Charles Murray and Cornel 

West do today. Our activists tend not to be news anchors or professors and vice versa. The only Dutch 

analogue of today’s radicalized Republican Party (see the Epilogue) is the political party called Forum for 

Democracy (FvD). The FvD has called for the registration of “leftist professors,” much like David Horowitz’s 

The Professors (2006) draws up a blacklist of Democratic professors. But then, again, the FvD has only 

three seats in the Dutch House of Commons, tends to be seen as an eccentric club, and is widely regarded 

as following ideological trends among American conservatives. To explain this difference, to explain how a 

 
16 See Chapter 4, Section I, of this dissertation. 
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mainstream party can make political indoctrination the core of its message in the USA but not in the 

Netherlands, has been the mission of this dissertation. 

 The dissertation is set up in the following way. In Chapter 1, I make the case that anti-intellectualism 

is not just any element of the Whig tradition, but its most original and distinctive feature. By contrast, the 

Whiggish preoccupation that most previous scholars have focused on – Whig opposition to fiscal and military 

innovation – is arguably where the tradition is least innovative. By surveying the premodern consensus on 

the mutually reinforcing relationship between the intellect and good government, we can begin to appreciate 

Whig anti-intellectualism as a startling, even revolutionary, break with the past. In Chapters 2 to 4, I trace 

the historical emergence of a Whiggish brand of anti-intellectualism. Chapter 2 begins with an explanatory 

exercise: how to account for this sudden break with the premodern past? The chapter proceeds to discuss 

the emergence of an anti-intellectual outlook in the political thought of anti-royalist (which I have termed, for 

lack of a better word, “Parliamentarian”) theorists in early Stuart England (1603-60). Chapters 3 and 4 

continue this story, respectively, in “Long Exclusion” (1680-1714) and in Augustan England (1714-1774). I 

term the period of English history from 1680 to 1714 the “Long Exclusion Crisis” for reasons I will explain in 

the introduction of that chapter. Chapter 5 deals with the appropriation of Whig anti-intellectualism in an 

American context. More precisely, I argue that Jeffersonian political thinkers adopted the distinctive anti-

intellectual language of the Whiggish texts they read and circulated. In this way, Thomas Jefferson became 

a key conductor for a radical current of Whig anti-intellectualism. In the Epilogue, I try to indicate how this 

history allows us to better understand the escalation of Republican anti-intellectualism in the present. 

 Finally, a couple of minor points of order. Firstly, I have chosen to subdivide the first four chapters 

into sub-subsections (e.g., Section II.a, II.b, etc.) much more rigorously than the fifth chapter. The reason 

for this difference is that my discussion in the first four chapters tends to follow separate parallel tracks, 

whereas my discussion in the fifth chapter is more straightforward. In Chapter 1, I jump around through the 

historical record. In Chapters 2-4, I try to show both that the shortlisted Whiggish “greats” participated in a 

highly particular anti-intellectual discourse and that the wider literature of which these greats formed a small 

part expressed very similar anti-intellectual sentiments. That has meant that I have had to shift back and 

forth significantly in these first four chapters. In the fifth chapter, the narrative is more continuous and the 

difference between, say, Thomas Jefferson’s own writings and those of his allies is not important to me. 
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Secondly, many primary sources have an unknown printer. Instead of having to frequently write 

“anonymous” or “printer unknown,” I have simply decided to omit mention of the printer. For the secondary 

sources and more recent primary sources, on the other hand, I provide both the place of publication and the 

publisher. Thirdly, for the sake of simplicity, all translations are my own, unless otherwise indicated.
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Chapter 1:  The Originality of Whig Anti-Intellectualism: A Historical Bird’s-Eye View 

 

 

Unless either philosophers become kings in our cities or those whom we call our 
kings and rulers become philosophers (…) there can be no cessation of troubles, 

dear Glaucon – neither for our cities nor for the human race. 

Plato (ca. 380 BC) 

 

The principal marks of [the tyrant’s] favour are reserved for those who are the 
most industrious in mischief, either by seducing the people with the allurements 

of sensual pleasures, or corrupting their understandings by false and slavish 
doctrines. By this means a man who calls himself a philosopher or a divine, is 
often more useful than a great number of tapsters, cooks, buffoons, players, 

fiddlers, whores or bawds. 

Algernon Sidney (1698) 

 

I. Introduction 

The century and a half or so from the 1640s to the 1770s was a remarkably fertile period for reflections on 

the nature of freedom and tyranny. Across the Anglophone world, the perception of overbearing government 

during this time, in different moments and in various guises, elicited a near-continuous stream of meditations 

on the essence of a “free state” and on the tyrannical methods by which it might be destroyed. Eventually, 

some of the most profound and radical expressions in this transatlantic genre were bundled together and 

canonized as a coherent “True” or “Old Whig” (or simply “Whig”) tradition.  

As is the case with every canon, however, the coherence of this corpus of texts could be imagined 

only by effacing profound tensions within it.17 For example, James Harrington’s vision for a free society after 

the regicide of King Charles I in 1649 was very different from that of his near-contemporary John Milton – 

 
17 Mark Goldie’s “The roots of true Whiggism 1688-94,” History of Political Thought, Vol. 1, No. 2 (1980) and 
Reed Browning’s Political and Constitutional Ideas of the Court Whigs (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 
University Press, 1982) have contributed greatly to our understanding of the internal diversity of Whig 
political thought. 
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and yet, both were included as key figures in the Whig canon. Yet such disagreements mattered little to 

well-connected eighteenth-century literati such as John Toland, Richard Baron, and Thomas Hollis, who 

regarded the lessons from England’s constitutional, religious and philosophical struggles of the previous 

century as unambiguous and straightforward. It was largely thanks to the efforts of “norm entrepreneurs”18 

such as Hollis and Baron that the reflections on liberty found in John Milton, James Harrington, Algernon 

Sidney, John Locke, John Trenchard and Thomas Gordon, Bolingbroke, and many other writers, could be 

presented by the late eighteenth century as a comprehensive philosophy clarifying the relationship between 

liberty and tyranny. In the English public the Whig tradition never found a lastingly sympathetic audience, 

since England remained, according to the true cliché, a fundamentally “Tory” nation. On American shores, 

however, the Whig outlook on liberty and tyranny became virtual orthodoxy on political matters.19 

 Interest in Whig political thought has not been confined to specialists in American Revolutionary 

history, however. In fact, few intellectual traditions have been as overstudied as the Whig canon. Historians 

such as Bernard Bailyn, Quentin Skinner and John Pocock have studied the Whig tradition for its striking 

intellectual innovations and for the extent of its historical influence. Political theorists such as Philip Pettit, 

Frank Lovett and Maurizio Viroli have turned to the Whigs for inspiration in their resuscitation of a 

“republican” political philosophy in the present.20 If Whiggism has been so overstudied, then why provide 

“yet another” commentary on it? One answer – the kind of answer this chapter is concerned with – is that 

historical work on Whig political thought has provided no coherent answers on the originality, or what we 

might call the “diachronic distinctiveness,” of the Whig theory of liberty and tyranny. 

 The historiography on Whig political thought has often engaged in an odd balancing act. On the one 

hand, historians have professed an interest in the Whig tradition as a vehicle of transmission for classical 

ideas about political liberty. On the other hand, these same historians have also suggested, at various points, 

 
18 I borrow this helpful term from Martha Finnemore & Kathryn Sikkink, “International norm dynamics and 
political change,” International Organization, Vol. 52, Issue 4 (1998), pp. 887-917. 

19 Bernard Bailyn, The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution (Cambridge, MA: Belknap, 2017 
[1967]), Chs. 1-4; Gordon Wood, The Creation of the American Republic, 1776–1787 (Chapel Hill & London: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1998 [1969]), Pt. 1. 

20 And, obviously, some scholars have been able to move back and forth between these two roles with 
seeming effortlessness. 
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that the Whig account of liberty and tyranny is interesting and original in its own right. Quentin Skinner, for 

example, has provided an influential account of how a range of Whig heroes were exponents of a “neo-

roman” theory of liberty, which introduced straightforwardly Roman concepts to an early modern English 

context. Yet Skinner also insists, in the same work, that the Whigs’ restatement of Roman principles 

represents what is “distinctive about their thought,” marking them out “as the protagonists of a particular 

ideology, even as the members of a single school of thought” which, moreover, Skinner claims he finds 

“interesting in itself.”21 Similarly, John Pocock’s Machiavellian Moment is a monumental work emphasizing 

the ancient origins of the Whig “language” of political liberty. According to Pocock, English and American 

Whig thinkers received their idiom of liberty and tyranny ultimately from Aristotle and Polybius, including the 

notion that freedom required an arms-bearing citizenry instead of a professional army.22 Yet in a slightly 

earlier work, Pocock had attributed to seventeenth-century Whig texts “the birth of that concept (...) of the 

standing army which was to figure so prominently among the political ideas of the next century.”23 Even 

more evocatively, the Whiggish idol James Harrington was cast in the role of “umbilical cord” in the same 

passage.24 It seems, then, that leading historians of political thought want to attribute to the Whig tradition 

both the strongest possible continuity with antiquity, and theoretical originality. When Jonathan Scott 

attempted a synthesis of historiography on the Whig canon, he was right to restate the lingering puzzle, 

perhaps with a hint of despair: “what are the principal distinguishing features of English republican thought?” 

What, if anything, sets it apart from its classical sources? Understandably, Scott confessed that he could 

find such a “distinguishing feature” neither in the Whigs’ concepts nor in their political language.25 

 Indeed, why should an early modern repetition of classical ideas be theoretically interesting? What 

comparative-philosophical reason do we have for (over)studying a set of texts which rehashes ancient 

 
21 Quentin Skinner, Liberty before Liberalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), pp. 22-3, 
112. 

22 J.G.A. Pocock, The Machiavellian Moment: Florentine Political Thought and the Atlantic Republican 
Tradition (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003 [1975]). 

23 J.G.A. Pocock, “Machiavelli, Harrington and English Political Ideologies in the Eighteenth Century,” The 
William and Mary Quarterly, Vol. 22, No. 4 (1965), p. 560. Emphasis added. 

24 Ibid. 

25 Jonathan Scott, Commonwealth Principles: Republican Writing of the English Revolution (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 8-9. Emphasis added. 
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propositions? Two possible answers present themselves. In the first instance one might suggest, with Zera 

Fink, that the Whig canon displays “no blind or slavish adherence to classical precedent in political theory, 

but rather that kind of free adaptation and modification” which characterizes the entire Renaissance.26 Yet 

as we shall see below in Section II, and as Skinner’s and Pocock’s language presupposes, Whig authors 

make every effort to apply classical understandings of liberty and tyranny as faithfully as possible to altered 

circumstances. If such a style of thought can be called “free adaptation,” then every thought, no matter how 

stale, is original, because advanced in new conditions. Alternatively, then, one might insist that the adoption 

of classical ideas on liberty is very original, in the specific context of early modern Anglo-American political 

discourse, because no other movement or ideology expressed these ideas in a similar way between the 

1640s and the 1770s. Yet that is to alter the meaning of the term “original” or “distinctive.” The question 

under consideration is not how the Whig account of liberty is distinctive or original synchronically (i.e. within 

early modern Anglo-American history) but how the Whig account of liberty is distinctive or original 

diachronically (i.e. taking a long-range, comparative-philosophical view). Moreover, the historical accounts 

of both Skinner and Pocock never pretended such synchronic modesty; both were intended as 

investigations of Whig thought in “bird’s eye” historical perspective. The initial puzzle remains: is there a 

specifically Whig theory of liberty and tyranny, and if so, where does its distinctiveness reside? 

 The main contention of this chapter is that there is a recognizably Whig theory of liberty and tyranny, 

but that the originality of this discourse will not be found in the aspects of Whig ideology which scholars 

have usually focused on. While scholars have traditionally trained their sights on Whig opposition to an 

emerging “fiscal-military state,” this is arguably the domain where Whig texts relied far too much on ancient 

categories and presuppositions, powerfully limiting their usefulness in a changed political universe. Section 

II therefore argues that while resistance to the fiscal-military state was a persistently important theme 

throughout the Whig canon, it is not where we should turn for an innovative take on political liberty. Section 

III, the main section of this chapter, locates Whig originality rather in its partial association between tyranny 

and the intellect (what I call its “anti-intellectualism”). As I shall demonstrate in Section III, the suggestion 

that tyranny and intellect can go together quite nicely represents the point at which Whig theorists departed 

 
26 Zera S. Fink, The Classical Republicans (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1945), p. vii. 
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most decisively from the dominant conceptions of liberty and tyranny they inherited from their pre-modern 

sources. To put the point more strongly: anti-intellectualism is the principal theoretical innovation that Whig 

thinkers added to pre-modern understandings of liberty and tyranny, and the principal reason for studying 

this tradition within the history of the concept of liberty. 

 

II. The fiscal-military state: the unoriginality of the Whig tradition 

Scholarship on the Whig tradition has tended to concentrate its efforts on Whig opposition to the military 

and economic experiments that would, in the eighteenth century, culminate in a formalized system of 

national credit and professional armies referred to as the “fiscal-military state.” This scholarly emphasis is 

understandable enough, given the consistent centrality of financial and military innovation in Whig political 

rhetoric. Whig figures tended to express their opposition to such changes along two lines. On the “fiscal” 

side, Whigs were typically opposed to financial expedients to raise more money outside of Parliamentary 

means. On the “Old Whig” view, such financial tricks would inescapably entail widescale political corruption, 

the dangerous payrolling of private soldiers accountable only to the central government, and a wasteful, 

degenerate government. On the “military” side, Whigs were extremely concerned about the “standing army,” 

or an army of professional soldiers kept up during peacetime, rather than a seasonal militia. Furthermore, 

as we shall see, Whig thinkers displayed a keen awareness of the interrelationship between the (a) “fiscal” 

and (b) “military” dimensions of the fiscal-military complex rising before them – even as they interpreted both 

dimensions in almost absurdly archaic terms. Let us consider both types of response in turn. 

 

a. Whig opposition to fiscal modernization 

The Whig canon contained several texts that had vehemently resisted King Charles I’s “Ship Money” during 

the Personal Rule of 1629-1640, and other fiscal sleights of hand of dubious constitutionality. However, 

fiscal creativity entered an entirely new phase towards the end of the seventeenth century. The financial 

innovations in post-1688 England were nothing short of revolutionary: within a few decades, England saw 
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the emergence of a new system of public debt, a national bank, and a dramatically expanded tax 

apparatus.27  

Thinkers of the “Old Whig” persuasion, harkening back to Civil War-era precedents, invariably 

denounced such expedients, because they feared it would lead to an unaccountable and overly powerful 

executive. But instead of answering the novelty of the financial system confronting them with a new 

theoretical framework, Whig(gish) polemicists after 1688 remained wedded to ancient historiographical 

devices to describe what they saw. They diagnosed England’s problem in terms of a general mercantilization 

of society, which would lead successively to “luxury,” general moral corruption and finally despotic 

government.28 The modern financial system, the (presupposition of) widescale bribery of MPs, the 

expansion of international trade – in the “Old Whig” view, all these phenomena could be reduced to the 

moral degeneration that had killed Sparta’s mixed regime and the Roman Republic. It is not enough to say 

that exponents of the Whig outlook loosely based their expressions on ancient history, or that they turned 

to ancient history for rhetorical templates. They essentially copied the analyses found in Plutarch, Livy and 

– above all – Sallust, because they regarded these ancient sources as suitable “mirrors of the times” in 

which England’s new financial structures and mercantile orientation could be viewed.29 

John Trenchard and Thomas Gordon, two pre-eminent Whig authors, devoted one of the essays in 

Cato’s Letters (1720-3) to a citation of Algernon Sidney’s Discourses on Government (1698) on the 

destructive effects of “general corruption.”30 Sidney, in turn, had analyzed English corruption in 

 
27 See John Brewer, The Sinews of Power. War, Money and the English State, 1688-1783 (London: 
Routledge, 1989); P.G.M. Dickson, The Financial Revolution in England: A Study in the Development of 
Public Credit, 1688-1756 (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1967); Steve Pincus, 1688: The First Modern 
Revolution (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), Ch. 12. 

28 Cf. J.G.A. Pocock, Virtue, Commerce, and History: Essays on Political Thought and History, Chiefly in the 
Eighteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), pp. 230-34. 

29 Frank M. Turner, “British Politics and the Demise of the Roman Republic: 1700-1939,” The Historical 
Journal, Vol. 29, No. 3 (1986), pp. 577-99; Rob Hardy, “‘A Mirror of the Times’: The Catilinarian Conspiracy 
in Eighteenth-Century British and American Political Thought,” International Journal of the Classical 
Tradition, Vol. 14, No. 3/4 (2007), pp. 431-45; Peter Culhane, “Sallust, Jugurtha 31 in a Pamphlet War of 
1708-09,” International Journal of the Classical Tradition, Vol. 14, No. 1/2 (2007), pp. 86-7. 

30 John Trenchard & Thomas Gordon, Cato’s Letters, ed. Ronald Hamowy (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 
1995), No. 26. 
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straightforwardly Sallustian terms.31 In “Cato’s” next letter, entitled “General Corruption, how ominous to the 

Publick, and how discouraging to every virtuous Man,” Trenchard and Gordon drew extensively on a 

pseudo-Sallustian source in their analyses of England’s catastrophic decadence.32 Thomas Gordon further 

pursued this line of thought in a stand-alone tract published around the same time. In The conspirators 

(1721), he suggested that stockjobbers were the modern-day versions of Catiline.33 Speculators and their 

friends in government had been part of an old-fashioned conspiracy to plunge the English public into 

financial disaster through the South Sea financial crisis of 1720. “There have been, and certainly will be, as 

long as the world lasts,” Gordon wrote, alluding to the figures who had been personally involved in the South 

Sea Bubble, “a Set of Men who, as Livy expresses it, value nothing in Comparison with Wealth, and think 

there can be no Access to either Honour or Virtue, but for the Man who is immoderately rich. These of all 

People should be restrain’d,” like Catiline, “from hurting the Publick in Office.”34 

Ironically, however, the “Old Whig” protest against financial innovation was voiced perhaps most 

eloquently by two Tory sympathizers. The first was the political economist Charles Davenant, who lamented 

England’s social changes in the following terms in 1699: 

Trade, without doubt, is in its nature a pernicious thing; it brings in that 
wealth which introduces luxury; it gives rise to fraud and avarice, and 
extinguishes virtue and simplicity of manners; it depraves a people, and 
makes way for that corruption which never fails to end in slavery. Lycurgus, 
in the most perfect model of government that was ever framed, did banish 
it from his commonwealth.35 

 
31 Algernon Sidney, Discourses concerning Government, ed. Thomas G. West (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 
1990), II.15, II.19. 

32 Trenchard & Gordon, Cato’s Letters, No. 27. 

33 Initially, the project behind Cato’s Letters had been the same. Indeed, the point of “Cato’s” first letters is 
to show that the stockjobber fits a range of classical descriptions of the tyrant: the stockjobber stifles virtue 
and ambition (No. 2), he creates intolerable wealth inequality among the winners and losers of his fraudulent 
schemes (No. 3), he resembles a ravenous monster in his avarice (No. 3), he is able to escape legal redress 
(No. 3), he is destroying the commonwealth by undermining the “public faith” (Nos. 4 & 5), he is a master 
dissembler (Nos. 5-9), he privileges the private interest of a few over the common good (Nos. 9 & 10), and 
he creates pre-eminently powerful individuals, whose very existence was incompatible with republican 
liberty (No. 11). See also below, Chapter 4, Section III.c, of this dissertation. 

34 Thomas Gordon, The conspirators; or, the case of Catiline... (London: 1721), pp. 7-8. 

35 Charles Davenant, “Essay upon the Probable Methods of Making a People Gainers in the Balance of 
Trade,” in Charles Davenant, The Political and Commercial Works, ed. Charles Whitworth, Vol. 2 (London: 
1771), p. 275. Cf. Plutarch, Life of Lycurgus VIII. 
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The second was Bolingbroke, who argued a very similar case a few decades later, in his Dissertation upon 

Parties (1734): “That luxury which began to spread after the Restoration of King Charles the Second, hath 

increased ever since; hath descended from the highest to the lowest ranks of our people, and is become 

national... We may already apply to our country thus much at least of that which Sallust makes Cato say of 

the state of Rome, – ‘luxury and avarice, public want and private wealth abound.’”36 The “Old Whig” 

appropriation of Sallustian and Plutarchan categories to describe England’s financial modernity, whether 

enunciated by Tories or card-carrying Whigs, was readily accepted in the American Colonies, where it was 

taken as clear evidence for the metropole’s state of decay.37  

What is striking about Whig polemic against fiscal innovation, in short, is its thoroughly archaic tenor 

– not any substantial modification to classical notions of political liberty and servitude. A very similar story 

can be told about Whig opposition to the “military” dimension of the emerging fiscal-military state. 

 

b. Whig opposition to military modernization 

Opposition to standing armies was certainly a crucial aspect of the Whig agenda. Yet do we have reason to 

value the Whig analysis of standing armies as conceptually innovative? Some leading historians of Whig 

political thought certainly seem to have thought so. I have already mentioned John Pocock’s remarks about 

the “birth” of a new understanding of the standing army, in seventeenth-century Whig treatises. Lois 

Schwoerer similarly perceived a peculiarly “English brand of antimilitarism” in oppositional texts from the 

1620s to the Standing Army Controversy of 1697-99, many of which became enshrined in the Whig canon 

in the later eighteenth century.38 In a more recent essay on the arch-Whig John Trenchard, David Womersley 

argued that “the debate over standing armies that arose in England at the end of the 17th century (...) did 

not merely go over old ground.” On the contrary, Womersley maintained, Whig opposition possessed 

 
36 Bolingbroke, Political Writings, ed. David Armitage (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), pp. 
182-3. 

37 Wood, The Creation, pp. 34-5. 

38 Lois G. Schwoerer, “No Standing Armies!” The Antiarmy Ideology in Seventeenth-Century England 
(Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1974), p. 3. 
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significantly “new aspects,” such as a novel concern over the state’s “enhanced fiscal powers” compared to 

previous centuries.39 Pronouncements such as these certainly invoke an idiom of novelty, peculiarity, and 

origin in describing the Whig antipathy towards the fiscal-military state. Yet when we turn to the arguments 

employed by Whig luminaries of that time, all we find is a series of utterly traditional claims, copied 

straightforwardly from prior accounts of liberty and tyranny. 

Since the reign of King Charles I, the English Crown had attempted to assert lone control over the 

military. Accordingly, some of the earliest texts in the Whig canon, such as Henry Parker’s Observations 

(1642) and Milton’s Eikonoklastes (1649), had contained influential defenses of Parliament’s Militia 

Ordinance of 1642, which had challenged the royal monopoly on armed force. However, and in perfect 

parallel to the “fiscal” picture sketched above, the problem had become particularly acute by the turn of the 

eighteenth century. The government had controversially decided to maintain a standing army after the Peace 

of Rijswijk was concluded in 1697. This decision prompted a flurry of protests over the next few years. Some 

of the most foundational texts in the Whig canon were published between 1698 and 1700 as posthumous 

“voices from beyond the grave” participating in the Standing Army Controversy. Algernon Sidney’s 

aforementioned Discourses concerning Government were written shortly before the author’s execution in 

1683 but published in 1698; pseudo-Ludlow’s Memoirs were ostensibly written in the early 1660s but 

published in 1698-99; and James Harrington’s collected works were penned mostly in the 1650s but 

published in 1700.40 

 Whig authorities formulated two arguments against the standing army, both derived 

straightforwardly from classical sources. The first, taken over from Ancient Greek political theory, was the 

notion that a personal guard of mercenaries (especially foreign ones) was one of the classic hallmarks of 

the tyrant. The second, derived from both Greek philosophy and Roman history and rooted in ancient class 

prejudice, was the idea that the “lower sort” of citizens are predisposed towards revolution, and that soldiers 

 
39 David Womersley, “John Trenchard and the Opposition to Standing Armies,” Online Library of Liberty 
(2016). 

40 I write “ostensibly” because Blair Worden has shown that Edmund Ludlow’s Memoirs was essentially a 
late-seventeenth century forgery, very loosely based on an obscure 1660s work by (the real) Ludlow. See 
Blair Worden, “Whig History and Puritan Politics: The Memoirs of Edmund Ludlow Revisited,” Historical 
Research, Vol. 75, No. 188 (2002), pp. 209-37. 
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therefore ought to be recruited from among the propertied classes. If we turn to the writings of the two most 

prominent Whig spokespersons in the Standing Army Controversy, John Trenchard and John Toland, we 

find these two arguments used interchangeably.  

 The opening move in the Standing Army Controversy was John Trenchard’s incendiary tract An 

argument, shewing that a standing army is inconsistent with a free government (1697). In this Whig ur-text, 

Trenchard drew on his knowledge of history, especially classical history, to argue that standing armies had 

been responsible for the demise of free governments across the world.41 Among the Israelites, Greeks and 

Romans, Trenchard began, “Arms were never lodg’d in the hands of any who had not an Interest in 

preserving Publick peace, who fought pro aris & focis...” “In those days,” Trenchard continued, “there was 

no difference between the Citizen, the Souldier, and the Husbandman.”42 In the case of Rome, this meant 

that the “Commonwealth [never] permitted a Deposition of their Arms in any other hands, till their Empire 

increasing, Necessity constrained them to erect a constant stipendiary Souldiery abroad in Foreign Parts... 

then Luxury increasing with Dominion, the strict Rule and Discipline of Freedom soon abated, and Forces 

were kept up at home...” There are two noteworthy aspects about this passage. Firstly, Trenchard here 

acknowledges the interrelationship between the Whig view on “luxury” (fiscal innovation) and on standing 

armies (military innovation). The relationship is causal here: once you have a citizenry corrupted by 

decadent niceties, it will no longer provide disciplined soldiers and the commonwealth will need to maintain 

a professional soldiery to defend itself. Secondly, Trenchard deploys a deliberately vague notion of the kind 

of soldiery that undermines public liberty. The opposition here is between the (native) husbandman and 

anyone who does not fight “for land and hearth” (pro aris & focis). This contrast allows Trenchard to conflate 

the mercenary with the landless. 

 The interchangeability of the mercenary and the dispossessed is illustrated by Trenchard’s 

subsequent list of examples of commonwealths that have “lost their Liberty” by “deviating from the Rule” of 

entrusting one’s defenses to husbandmen. Two modern examples cited by Trenchard are Milan and Fermo, 

 
41 John Trenchard, An argument, shewing that a standing army is inconsistent with a free government and 
absolutely destructive to the constitution of the English monarchy (London: 1697), pp. 4-5. 

42 Ibid., p. 7. 
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which were both conquered by their own mercenary captains (condottieri) in the fifteenth century. Among 

the ancient examples are included the Athenian and Syracusean tyrants Peisistratus and Agathocles, who 

seized power with an army of, respectively, citizen bodyguards and mercenaries.43 Ancient Rome remained 

Trenchard’s favorite illustration of takeover by a standing army, however. Even when Rome had already lost 

her liberty to a princeps, Trenchard argued, political revolutions were endemic because the Roman imperial 

structure contained – like its Ottoman cousin – a ruthless and assertive palace guard. The Roman “Pretorian 

Bands,” like the Ottoman “Court-Janizaries,” ensured an infinite cycle of military intervention in politics.44 In 

this, as in so much else, post-1688 Whigs like Trenchard had inherited the anachronistic categories of James 

Harrington, who had also advanced the praetorian guard and the Turkish janissaries as the main examples 

of the dangers of a standing army in the 1650s, and who had, furthermore, repeatedly denied that a modern 

fiscal-military complex could ever exist in reality.45 But in Trenchard’s pamphlet, the loss of Roman liberty 

itself provided an even more dramatic illustration of the dangers of a standing army than the praetorian 

cohorts. In Trenchard’s list of examples, we also encounter, among the examples of Greek tyrants and 

Italian condottieri who were known to have come to power with the help of mercenaries, the class-freighted 

examples of Marius and Caesar. When Marius and Caesar began to “gain an Interest in” and “debauch” 

their proletarianized armies, Trenchard writes, the days of Roman liberty were numbered.46 

 In simply stating that Marius and Caesar had departed from the ancient “Rule” of recruiting landed 

citizens, Trenchard left much unsaid. For a full elaboration of the class dimensions of this argument, we 

must turn to a slightly later Whig intervention in the Standing Army Controversy: John Toland’s The militia 

reform’d (1699). The basic premise of this pamphlet was “that England consisting of freemen and servants, 

none [ought to] be capable of serving in the militia but the former.” Toland explained his terms carefully: “By 

freemen I understand men of property, or Persons that are able to live of themselves; and those who cannot 

 
43 Ibid., pp. 8-11. 

44 Ibid., pp. 14-5. 

45 James Harrington, The Political Works of James Harrington, ed. J.G.A. Pocock (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1977), pp. 179, 189, 404-5, 432-3. 

46 Trenchard, An argument, pp. 8-9. 



 

22 
   

subsist in this Independence I call servants.”47 As with Trenchard, Toland felt that the Romans afforded the 

best illustration of these lessons. While Rome “strictly adher’d to this Rule” of arming “freemen” rather than 

“servants,” she easily prevailed over her Eastern neighbours, who, “tho infinitely superior in Numbers and 

Territories, yet by reason of their luxurious living... plac’d their chief Strength in mighty Bodies of 

Mercenaries.”48 Yet Rome fell prey to the same weakness as her oriental neighbors when she began to arm 

her poorest. In a striking passage, Toland at once clarified the Whig view on the relationship between 

mercenaries, proletarian soldiers, and the tumults of Late Republican Rome: 

We find that all those who aspir’d at Tyranny or any unlimited Power above 
the Laws, as MARIUS for example, did constantly make Levies of the poorer 
sort, putting Arms into the hands of those that had no stake to lose 
[compare Trenchard: “those who had not an Interest in preserving Publick 
peace”], and who for that Reason would be sure not to design the Good of 
the Commonwealth, but only his Profit that employ’d them: nor will they be 
more faithful to the latter than to the Government when any other makes 
them a more advantageous Offer.49 

The reason why Marius and Caesar had been able, in Trenchard’s words, to “debauch” their legions was 

that these legions now consisted of people whose poverty made them morally equivalent to mercenaries.  

 As if to affirm the consistency of the Whig view on the fiscal-military state, Toland included in the 

above passage a note with an approving citation of Sallust’s Jugurthine War, which was, as we have seen, 

a key source for Whig views on fiscal innovation: “Marius recruited his soldiers not according to the property 

census, as was ancient custom, but at his own pleasure, mostly by head count... because his fame and 

power was based on [the poorer] sort, and to a man seeking power, the most wretched man is the most 

welcome.”50 The Whig opposition to the standing army was thus connected, in this thoroughly Sallustian 

way, to the Whig take on luxury: a prior process of mercantilization and corruption had rendered the citizenry 

immoral and mercenary, occasionally producing extremes such as the recklessly ambitious Marius and 

Caesar; money had become the only incentive strong enough to pull citizens into the military; and the two 

factors interacted disastrously because Marius and Caesar were actively courting the poorest in building a 

 
47 John Toland, The militia reform’d… (London: 1699), pp. 18-9. 

48 Ibid., p. 68. 

49 Ibid., p. 21. 

50 Sallust, Bellum iugurthinum LXXXVI. 
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personal following. The standing army, although a sixteenth-century neologism, referred to no new 

understanding, but served rather as a shorthand for a compilation of classical narratives on (the death of) 

political liberty. 

 

c. Conclusion 

Whig opposition to fiscal modernity and standing armies has understandably received a great deal of 

scholarly interest. Yet from a long-range comparative perspective, this kind of opposition seems to have 

advanced no new theory of liberty. On the “fiscal” side, Whig conservatism was perhaps best illustrated by 

the fact that the tradition’s most celebrated commentary on financial innovation became Cato’s Letters – a 

collection of letters written under the pseudonym of a Roman known primarily for his diatribes against luxury 

and novelty. On the “military” side, Whig thinkers conceived of the standing army as essentially a retinue, 

or a very large palace guard. They could not see that soldiers could ever be the professionalized “servants 

of the [impersonal] state” that they were rapidly becoming everywhere across Europe.51 Mark Goldie was 

surely right when he contended that the standing army was “perennially regarded” as a key instrument of 

tyranny.52 The point, however, is that it did not have to be so; the “Old Whig” interpretation of society 

rendered the problem of the standing army a perennial one.  

 In sum, the most striking feature of the Whig response to the fiscal-military state was not any “new 

aspect,” as per David Womersley, but its overwhelming continuity with prior accounts of liberty and tyranny. 

For real theoretical innovation, we had therefore best turn to a different element of Whig political thought. In 

the next Section, I locate the comparative distinctiveness of the Whig theory of liberty and tyranny in its 

(thoroughly original) suspicion of intellectuals. 

 

 
51 Michael Howard, War in European History, rev. ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009 [1976]), pp. 
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III. Anti-intellectualism: the originality of the Whig tradition 

With Justin Champion’s and Mark Goldie’s descriptions of the Whig preoccupation with “priestcraft,” in the 

1980s to 2000s, scholarship was on the cusp of an important discovery.53 Yet shortly afterwards, in roughly 

the 2010s, academia’s interest in the Whigs declined precipitously. The reason, perhaps, was that many 

scholars felt that the subject of Whiggism had been exhausted and that most had already been said about 

it. If they had investigated Champion’s and Goldie’s suggestions a little longer, instead of moving on to 

greener intellectual pastures, they would have soon recognized that Whig denunciations of the priest were 

part of a broader pattern of suspicion towards learning and the learned.  

 Whig thinkers viewed learning as fundamentally a double-edged sword. They understood that the 

intellect could hold great emancipatory potential: to them, the Reformation, for example, had begun as a 

giant liberating exercise of the mind. On the other hand, and stunningly, in light of received traditions on 

liberty and tyranny, Whig authors also regarded the operations of the intellect as a potentially unlimited 

source of oppression. If deployed for selfish or oppressive ends, the intellect could persuade ordinary 

citizens to abandon their “common sense” by supporting the insupportable, and to willingly embrace the 

yoke of tyranny. The conniving, deluding priest was only one instance of the intellect gone awry. Whig texts 

derided the priest for the same reason that they railed against the lawyer, the bribed MP, the financial 

speculator, etc. All these types, as far as the Whigs were concerned, shared in common a knack for 

ensnaring citizens through mental constructs and pretty words. Whig polemics against “priestcraft,” 

analyzed so powerfully by Champion and Goldie, thus fed into more general concerns about (mis)education 

and abuses of the intellect. 

 In this Section, I will first demonstrate that pre-modern accounts of tyranny were nearly unanimous 

in maintaining the strictest possible separation between tyranny and the intellect. This extended survey of 

pre-modern attitudes will be followed by a brief (and preliminary) illustration of the radical departure from 

such attitudes in Whig political thought.  

 

 
53 Cf. Champion, Pillars of Priestcraft Shaken; Goldie, “Priestcraft and the birth of Whiggery.” 
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a. Greek & Roman sources 

The contrast between tyranny and liberty represents one of the principal themes of Greek and Roman 

political reflection. It should be noted at the outset, however, that there was a tremendous range in what 

Greek and Roman sources, as well as medieval and Renaissance ones, meant by the term “liberty.” Very 

few political thinkers in the pre-modern period regarded “liberty” as requiring a popular form of government, 

as tends to be the understanding today.54 In fact, a variety of political texts from Ancient Greece to 

Renaissance Italy can be read, at least in part, as elaborate conceptual contestations of “liberty” and 

“tyranny.”55  For example, the first set of thinkers I will examine here – the Socratic philosophers – advanced 

a highly influential and, sometimes, controversial understanding of liberty as rational control, whereas the 

Roman Law conceived of both freedom and slavery as legal statuses. The conceptual range among pre-

modern accounts of liberty and tyranny strengthens rather than undermines the broader point of this Section, 

however: despite such variation in the meaning of liberty and tyranny, the vast majority of political texts 

before the 1640s held that intellectuals and tyrants were each other’s natural enemies. 

 One of the earliest versions of this idea, and arguably the most influential, can be found in Plato’s 

Republic. The animating question of the Republic is whether justice is desirable even in the absence of 

societal rewards. The crux of Plato’s answer is to show that acting justly is, in modern-day parlance, a “life 

hack.” Justice enhances one’s agency and efficacy, because the opposite of justice (bottomless greed or 

πλεονεξία) makes one rudderless, undisciplined, and perpetually unsatisfied. According to Plato, justice and 

all the other virtues are at bottom cognitive in nature: to be fully just required decades of education on top 

of innate cognitive talents.56 Once Plato’s philosopher has attained a stable possession of the virtues, 

however, he or she can enjoy both the theoretical pleasures of unlocking the secrets of the cosmos, and the 

 
54 Cf. James Hankins, “Exclusivist republicanism and the non-monarchical republic,” Political Theory, Vol. 
38, No. 4 (2010), pp. 452-82. 

55 Cf. Matt Edge, “Athens and the spectrum of liberty,” History of Political Thought, Vol. 30, No. 1 (2009), pp. 
1-45; Valentina Arena, Libertas and the Practice of Politics in the Late Roman Republic (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2013); Mikael Hörnqvist, “The two myths of civic humanism,” in James Hankins 
(ed.), Renaissance Civic Humanism: Reappraisals and Reflections (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2000), pp. 105-12. 

56 Plato, Republic 376b ff. & Book III ad loc. 
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more practical benefits of self-control, prudent decision-making, and a pleasant afterlife.57 Yet Plato also 

claims that liberty is one of the most valuable upshots of organizing a city in accordance with justice in the 

way he describes. Indeed, when Plato introduces the “beautiful city” (καλλίπολις), the governing class of the 

city – the “Guardian” class – is repeatedly associated with freedom (ἐλευθερία). This occurs in two distinct 

ways. In the first place, Plato suggests that the Guardians are individually free by virtue of their superior 

education: they have only been exposed to the kinds of occupations, views and art-forms that correspond 

to the free soul.58 Secondly, Plato claims that the Guardians are the “creators of liberty” (δημιουργοί 

ἐλευθερίας) in a public sense.59 Both these Platonic thoughts are underpinned by a daring 

reconceptualization of liberty. For Plato conceived of liberty not as political self-determination, but as rule by 

reason. 

This Platonic account of liberty surely represented a polemical engagement with the Athenian 

democratic context in which Plato was writing. Democratic assemblies, Plato insists, despite what 

democrats themselves may believe, tend to be void of “free deliberation.”60 When he describes the 

democratic city in Book VIII of the Republic, Plato duly stresses the illusory nature of the democratic claim 

to “liberty.” Democratic publics take “liberty” to be their principal moral currency, Plato readily 

acknowledges.61 They fail to realize, however, that their gloss on liberty is entirely mistaken. The democratic 

version of liberty is better described, according to Plato, as shameless licence and anarchy.62 Above all, 

however, the Platonic redescription of liberty represented a polemical engagement with tyranny, since the 

purpose of the Republic was to show that a life of unjustly attained material success remains undesirable, 

and that justice remains preferable despite poverty and social rejection. Plato vehemently denies that the 

 
57 Cf. James Warren, The Pleasures of Reason in Plato, Aristotle, and the Hellenistic Hedonists (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2014), Ch. 2. 

58 Plato, Republic 395c, 405a. 

59 Ibid. 395c. 

60 Ibid. 498d-499a. 

61 Ibid. 562b. 

62 Ibid. 557b, 560e. 
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tyrant could “ever taste liberty.”63 He later clarifies why this should be so: in the tyrant’s soul, the rational 

element is subdued, while “the worst and craziest soul-part reigns supreme.”64 Such a soul, Plato thought, 

could only be described as “enslaved,” while a soul in which the rational part dominates ought to be 

considered “free.”65 According to Plato’s city-soul analogy, the same applied to the collective: the polity in 

which the most brilliant class dominates is per definition free. It is hard to overstate the importance and 

influence of this Platonic idea, that tyranny is the rule of unreason and that true liberty requires putting the 

mind in charge, in subsequent thinking on liberty and tyranny. 

It should be noted that Plato also advanced a rather different line of thought, which formed at once 

the most notable exception to the pre-modern consensus this Section aims to sketch. This strand of thought 

held that the most dangerous spokespersons for tyrannical power were actually highly educated sophists, 

and it was expressed most vividly in the Gorgias. In this dialogue, “Socrates’s” initial debate with Gorgias, 

Polus and Callicles on the nature of rhetoric culminates in a full rebuke of sophists as misguided aspiring 

tyrants.66 Callicles, the last of the three spokespersons for sophistic eloquence, frankly confesses that the 

point of rhetoric is to gain power, and to get one’s way in all circumstances.67 “Socrates’s” response, in line 

with the lessons of the Republic, is to argue the imprudence of catering to one’s own basest needs in this 

way. Seeking to fulfil every pleasure whatsoever implies a dependency with shameful social connotations 

(“Socrates” compares the sophist to a sex-addicted catamite or κίναιδος), and results in endless 

dissatisfaction (“Socrates” invokes the image of a leaky jar).68 The conclusion of the dialogue is that the 

sophist’s ambitions are a poor use of one’s cognitive capacities. Plato’s highly articulate Callicles in the 

Gorgias somewhat problematizes the view in the Republic that tyranny entails rambling madness, while the 

tyrannical soul resembles a monstrosity, the human and cognitive soul-part being crowded out by savage 

 
63 Ibid. 576a. 

64 Ibid. 577c-d. Cf. Rep. 587a-b. 

65 Ibid. 577c-d, 579b-e. 

66 E.g. Plato, Gorgias 473d ff., 525c ff. Cf. Christina Tarnopolsky, Prudes, Perverts, and Tyrants: Plato’s 
Gorgias and the Politics of Shame (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010). 

67 Plato, Gorgias 491e ff. 
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passions.69 Indeed, Plato’s Callicles represents one of the earliest descriptions of the deployment of one’s 

education for nefarious ends. 

Importantly, however, the Gorgias’s account of the sophistic origins of tyranny was generally not the 

Platonic argument that was picked up by later theorists of liberty and tyranny. The reason for this is the 

overshadowing historical influence of two other Platonic works: the Laws and the Letters. 

The Laws has tended to be identified as Plato’s statement of his mature and considered political 

views. Its account of liberty and tyranny much resembles that of the Republic. In the Laws, Plato explained, 

through the Athenian Stranger, that there are two kinds of polities: those that are organized monarchically 

and those that are geared towards liberty. Both types of cities tend to veer too far in one of either direction, 

however, whereby they lose “due measure” (τὰ μέτρια) and fail to combine liberty “with goodwill and 

wisdom.”70  Plato’s example of a polity that has succeeded in “partaking of both types” is the Persian 

monarchy under Cyrus. “When the Persians attained due measure, they first became free, and then ruled 

others.”71 Plato describes old Persia’s healthy political culture as follows: “if any wise man was among [the 

Persians] capable of giving counsel (...), such a man provided the public good with the benefits of his 

wisdom, and their every business was improved because of freedom (ἐλευθερία) and goodwill and exchange 

between minds (νοῦ κοινωνίαν).”72 The only stable form of liberty, students of Plato’s Laws learned, could 

be attained in polities which sufficiently respected wisdom, and which (contrary to ordinary democracies) 

robustly upheld “freedom of speech” (παρρησία) by letting the brightest speak, instead of, say, condemning 

them to the hemlock.73 

The Letters are even more crucial in cementing a Platonic legacy contrasting tyranny with the 

intellect. From antiquity down to the nineteenth century, Plato’s Letters were largely accepted as genuine.74 

 
69 Cf. Plato, Republic 573b-c, 577d, 578a, 588b ff. 

70 Plato, Laws 693d-e. 

71 Ibid. 694a. 

72 Ibid. 694a-b. 

73 Ibid. 694b. 

74 Cf. Glenn R. Morrow, Plato’s Epistles (Indianapolis & New York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1962), pp. 4-6. 
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This meant that readers of Plato were exposed, through the Seventh Letter, to a dramatization of the failure 

of philosophy to chasten tyranny. The Seventh Letter describes how Plato was invited to Syracuse three 

times to give the tyrant Dionysius II a philosophical education. “Plato” suggests in the beginning of the letter 

that his arrival in Sicily might have been a “proper time” to put philosophical speculation into practice.75 In 

the course of the letter, however, the Platonic project to marry philosophy with power ends in perfect 

disappointment. Despite “Plato’s” instructions, Dionysius continues to act wickedly, seizing property, giving 

ear to slanderers and sycophants, and breaking oaths “like a true tyrant.”76 The theme of the intellect’s 

detrimental effect on government does in fact emerge in the Seventh Letter, but as one of the false slanders 

against Dion’s and Plato’s influence on Dionysius.77 With the murder of Plato’s philosophical student Dion, 

and the (temporary) survival of Dionysius’s regime, “Plato’s” chief political lesson remains unrealized in 

practice: “Do not enslave (...) any state to human despots, but to laws...”78 The Laws and the Letters could 

thus both be read by posterity as confirmations of the Republic’s depiction of the tyrant as a sub-rational 

figure and as the bane of a philosophical government.79 

I have dwelt at some length on Plato’s conception of liberty as rational control because it proved 

hugely influential in later centuries, especially during the Renaissance, and because Plato’s 

intellectualization of liberty was to some extent emblematic of the approach of the other Socratics. 

Xenophon’s Cyropaedia, a work nearly contemporary to the Laws, effectively expanded on Plato’s point, in 

the Laws, about Persia under Cyrus.80 As it announces in the first chapter, the Cyropaedia’s main topic is 

the problem of authority: given the constant revolutions that plague human political life, the question 

 
75 [Plato?], Seventh Letter 326a-b, 328b-c. 

76 Ibid. 333a-b, 334d-e, 349b-d. 

77 Ibid. 333a-c. 
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79 Waller Newell, Tyranny: A New Interpretation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013) identifies 
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to Newell, the Socratic tradition maintained that the philosopher’s task is to channel the eros of Greek 
aristocrats into noble pursuits, rather than allowing it to degenerate into pleonexia. If Newell’s reading is 
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80 See above, p. 
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becomes how government ever obtains stability through obedience.81 According to Xenophon, the Persian 

king Cyrus provides a remarkable example of a king who was readily obeyed by his subjects, even those 

who spoke a different language.82 The Cyropaedia is thus an investigation into the character and upbringing 

of a man who seemed to have solved the problem of authority. The key to Cyrus’s success is revealed in 

an early lesson from Cyrus’s father Cambyses. Rewards and honours, and punishment and shaming form 

“the road to compulsory obedience,” Cambyses explains to his son. “But there is another road, a short cut, 

to what is much better – namely, to willing obedience. For people are only too glad to obey the man who 

they believe takes wiser thought for their interests (περὶ τοῦ συμφέροντος φρονιμώτερον) than they 

themselves do.”83 When Cyrus inquires how a ruler might acquire such a reputation, Cambyses replies that 

“there is no shorter road than really to be wise in those things in which you wish to seem to be wise.” 

Xenophon’s Cambyses follows up with a classically Platonic-Socratic list of examples: good farmers, horse 

riders, doctors and flute-players all need to simply know their craft – any pretensions will be useless.84 When 

Cyrus goes on to ask “how one could become really wise (φρόνιμος) in foreseeing that which will prove to 

be useful,” Cambyses answers, crucially: “By learning all that it is possible to acquire by learning.”85 

Learning, Xenophon argues in the Cyropaedia, is what separates rule by force from rule by authority. 

The consequences of Xenophon’s argument in the Cyropaedia converge on those of Plato’s in the 

Republic and Laws. Cyrus’s intellectual pursuits render him a ruler worth obeying, and his subjects become 

free and empowered to the extent that they submit to his superior judgment. This applies both to Cyrus’s 

allies and his enemies. For example, once Cyrus has settled his empire in Persia, his loyal servant 

Chrysantas likens him to a father for “giving us [Persians] counsel (συμβουλεύειν ἡμῖν) how we may best 

continue in prosperity.” Precisely because Cyrus provides the Persians with sound counsel – as his father 

Cambyses had told him to – Chrysantas goes on to enjoin his audience: “let us give our obedience to those 

whom it is our duty to obey. And we must distinguish ourselves from slaves in this way, that, whereas slaves 
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serve their masters against their wills, we, if indeed we claim to be free (ἐλεύθεροι), must do of our own free 

will all that seems to be of the first importance.”86 Cyrus’s subjects realize their freedom by willingly obeying 

the most erudite amongst them, who in this case happens to be their king. Or, again, as the defeated king 

of Armenia puts it in Book III of the Cyropaedia: “Just now, when I was striving to secure liberty, I became 

more a slave than ever before; and when we were taken prisoners [by you], we then thought our destruction 

certain, but we now find that we are saved as never before.”87 Struggling against the rule of the wise makes 

one wretched and unfree, while accepting rational rule secures liberty rightly understood. Such is 

Xenophon’s solution to the problem of authority. 

The separation between tyranny and the intellect is continued in the works of two of Plato’s most 

famous admirers from Greek antiquity, Aristotle and Plutarch. Since Aristotle’s Politics is concerned primarily 

with defining forms of power, and less with depicting regimes “anecdotally” or characterizing them poetically, 

Aristotle has less to say about the daily operations of tyranny than Plato. Aristotle defines tyranny simply as 

a (corrupt) form of government which tends only to the benefit of a single ruler, neglecting the common 

good.88 In Book V of the Politics, Aristotle does provide a short list of practical tips for the tyrant, which 

gestures faintly at the phenomenology of Aristotelian tyranny. There are essentially two tyrannical models, 

according to Aristotle. On the one hand, we have the traditional model of cruel and oppressive tyranny, 

which is extremely hazardous, and on the other hand, a tyranny which is so mild and enlightened that it 

transcends itself and converges on (good) kingship.89 The advice Aristotle offers for the former kind of tyrant 

is limited but revealing. For the very first policy Aristotle advises the tyrant is to “not allow common meals, 

clubs, education and such,” and to “shut down schools or other meetings for debate.”90 This makes good 

sense if we recollect that for Aristotle, virtue and virtuous rule were made possible by the exercise of practical 
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wisdom (φρόνησις). Aristotle was enough of a Platonist to insist that living a moral life and governing 

righteously were at bottom intellectual pursuits. 

A similar message is conveyed, in more colourful fashion, in Plutarch’s Lives. Indeed, Plutarch’s 

account of Plato’s confrontations with Dionysius II was modelled closely after the account of Plato’s Seventh 

Letter. In Plutarch’s Life of Dion, the author speculates that Plato was sent by “some heavenly power” to 

bring about “the liberty of Syracuse.”91 During Plato’s voyages to Syracuse, Plutarch writes, the Sicilian 

population keeps hoping that “philosophy might triumph over tyranny,” implying, of course, that there is a 

contradiction between these two.92 Other major Plutarchan biographies carry on the same theme. The first 

thing Plutarch tells us about Marcus Brutus, the paragon of Roman republican liberty, is that he was 

exceedingly erudite and an ardent student of Platonic philosophy.93 Conversely, Sulla, whose bloody reign 

Plutarch calls a “tyranny,” is noted for having cut down the trees of both the Academy and the Lyceum for 

timber, to carry on his military operations against the rebel king Mithridates.94 Evidently, neither Aristotle nor 

Plutarch tended to envision the tyrant as respectful of the intellect. 

James Hankins has recently argued that classical antiquity has handed down two broad families of 

accounts about tyranny: (1) tyranny as a failure of reason, and (2) tyranny as a violation of the rule of law 

(ius).95 The former corresponds to the Socratic (Hankins: “Greek”) account of tyranny I have outlined above. 

The latter ushers this cursory survey into Roman political thought. Hankins identifies Cicero as a principal 

exponent of the view of tyranny as a violation of ius. Fruitful as Hankins’s distinction may be in other cases, 

in the case of Cicero the distinction itself is compromised by Cicero’s identification (in orthodoxly Stoic 

fashion) of correct civil law as “right reason in conformity with nature.”96 In fact, Cicero’s On Duties very 

clearly maintains that knowledge and the rule of reason stand at the basis of all praiseworthy political 
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96 Cicero, De republica III.33. Cf. Cicero, De legibus I.18, II.11. 
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conduct.97 For Cicero too, then, tyranny must be a cognitive failure, even if only in part. However, Cicero’s 

partial adoption of the Socratic view of tyranny meant that there was something “deeply troubling” about the 

case of Caesar the tyrant, since Cicero was forced to admit that Caesar possessed “most brilliant intellectual 

talent.”98 Perhaps because of this awkward fact, Cicero focused on a more legalistic interpretation of tyranny 

as the violation of a commonwealth’s legal and political principles, pushing the Socratic and Stoic conception 

of tyranny as the rule of unreason into the background. 

Does this mean that the contrast between tyranny and the intellect stops with Cicero’s shift to a ius-

based conception of tyranny and liberty? It does not, for the ius-based conception of tyranny is no less 

committed to treating intellectuals as the repositories of liberty against tyrannical encroachments. In the 

Socratic or “Greek” account of liberty and tyranny, philosophers fulfilled this function. In the ius-based or 

“Roman” account, the emphasis shifts to the lawyers. As Hankins writes: “The gatekeepers who determined 

the meaning and application of the Roman ius civile,” and thereby, we might add, the meaning of liberty and 

tyranny, “increasingly were jurisconsults, a body of experts in the law who advised judges and advocates.”99 

One type of learning has effectively taken over the role of the other.100 The formal similarities between the 

Socratic and ius-based accounts of tyranny, at least on the point I am tracing in this Section, perhaps explain 

why Roman authors move back and forth so easily between these two registers. I have already mentioned 

Cicero’s adoption of both the Socratic and the legalistic conception of tyranny. But we can find the same 

ambiguity when we turn to the Roman historians Sallust and Tacitus, at once refuting the potential objection 

that Cicero’s adoption of the Socratic mode is only due to his idiosyncratic Hellenophilia.  

Both Sallust and Tacitus certainly conceive of proper government, and of Roman republican liberty, 

as the maintenance of ius. Yet both historians also take for granted that the decline of republican liberty is 

invariably accompanied by a decline in what both call “genius” (ingenium). To justify his own enterprise, 

Sallust dedicates the preface to his War with Jugurtha to developing the claim that intellectual labour brings 
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greatness and immortal glory. His main argument is that goods of the body and of fortune fade and wither, 

whereas the mind is eternal. “For this reason,” Sallust continues, “the wickedness of those must all the more 

be marvelled at, who live their lives dedicated to the pleasures of the body through luxury and ignorance 

(per luxum et ignaviam), while they let the mind (ingenium) languish in neglect and sloth...”101 The contrast 

introduced here between ingenium and luxuria also informs Sallust’s truncated survey of Roman political 

history in the first chapters of his other main work, the Catilinarian Conspiracy. At first, Sallust there writes, 

the Romans were governed by “men whose bodies were infirm because of old age but whose minds 

(ingenium) were strong through wisdom, and who were called fathers either on account of their age or their 

care for the commonwealth.” Importantly, Sallust next contends that these early kings “preserved freedom” 

(conservandae libertatis).102 But the rule of freedom-preserving ingenium in Rome’s first monarchy was not 

meant to last. The first onset of Etruscan tyranny was warded off by the establishment of the consulate and 

the birth of the Republic. In Sallust’s own lifetime, however, the emergence of figures such as Catiline meant 

the reappearance of the spectre of tyranny. Catiline was driven by the “greatest desire to seize the 

commonwealth for himself.” But Sallust also points out that Catiline was merely a symptom of the “corrupt 

public morals” that “the tyranny of Lucius Sulla” had introduced into Roman life a few decades earlier.103 

Sallust explains: 

After Lucius Sulla had regained control of the state by arms and brought 
about bad results despite good beginnings, all men began to rob and 
pillage... Lucius Sulla, so as to secure the loyalty of the army which he had 
led in Asia, had allowed it luxury and excessive license contrary to our 
ancestral custom; charming and pleasure-filled places had easily sapped 
the warlike spirit of his soldiers in their idle moments. There it was that the 
Roman people first became accustomed to indulging in women and wine... 
Therefore, as a result of riches, the youth were suddenly consumed with 
luxury (luxuria) and greed, together with insolence (superbia).104 

In this way, Sallust explains the emergence of aspiring tyrants in the Late Republic in terms of the influx of 

luxuria at the expense of ingenium. By the time of Sulla, described as a tyrant himself, the rule of the mind 
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had been definitively supplanted by a series of addictions, leading to the spread of the arch-tyrannical 

impulse of insolence or superbia. 

 The opposition between ingenium and tyranny is no less prominent in the works of Tacitus. It is 

rendered in two distinct ways. In the first place, there is Tacitus’s famous observation, expressed most 

forcefully in the preface of the Agricola, that the arts wither under despotic emperors. “In days gone by,” 

Tacitus writes, “the man of highest genius (ingenio) was led by the simple reward of a good conscience to 

hand on without partiality or self-seeking the remembrance of greatness.” But by the reign of Domitian, the 

age had become “cruel” and “hostile to all virtue.”105 Tacitus expresses especial bitterness over the 

proscription of panegyrics on the senatorial opponents of the emperor Nero. Indeed, Tacitus writes, Domitian 

and his henchmen “banished the teachers of philosophy, and exiled every noble pursuit, that nothing good 

might anywhere confront them.”106 Even more dramatically, Tacitus states that the Romans reached “the 

extreme of servitude” as soon as they lost “the interchange of speech and hearing,” under Domitian’s 

reign.107 Conversely, when “liberty” was restored under Nerva – meaning, probably, that under Nerva ius 

was again respected – “genius and its pursuits” (ingenia studiaque) slowly recovered.108  

The second way in which Tacitus illustrates the opposition between tyranny and the intellect is by 

giving the so-called “Stoic opposition” against Nero a central place in both the Agricola and the Annals. Nero 

encountered obstinate resistance from a small group of philosophically inclined Senators, most notably 

Thrasea Paetus and Rubellius Plautus, who were both executed as a result. While Tacitus is not 

unreservedly sympathetic to this highly principled form of opposition, he clearly does recognize the 

symbolism of philosophy confronting a tyrannical princeps.109 I have already mentioned the crackdown on 

panegyrical tributes to these Stoic opponents of despotism, which Tacitus interprets as part of a wider 

dispossession of ingenium. Throughout the Annals, Thrasea and his allies are depicted as the only senators 

 
105 Tacitus, Agricola I. Trans. Sara Bryant. 

106 Ibid. II. Trans. Bryant. 

107 Ibid. II. Trans. Bryant. 

108 Ibid. III. Trans. Bryant. 

109 See esp. A.J. Woodman & C.S. Kraus (eds.), Tacitus: Agricola (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2014). 
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courageous and sane enough to stand up to a principate which in turn is depicted by Tacitus, as a recent 

commentator has put it, as a form of collective “madness.”110 The extant part of the Annals ends with a 

moving account of the execution of Thrasea Paetus, emphasizing both Thrasea’s philosophical courage, 

and the injustice of the whole affair. In a quasi-Socratic suicide scene, Thrasea’s final quip is that his blood 

will be spilled as a “libation for Jupiter the Liberator (Iovi liberatori),” indicating an acknowledgment on 

Tacitus’s part that Thrasea’s philosophical principles had led him to an uncompromising assertion of liberty 

– whether conceived as escape in death or as loyalty to a republican ideal.111 

 In sum, some of the most influential Greek and Roman accounts of liberty maintained a rather 

consistent opposition between tyrannical government and the operations of the intellect. I have omitted 

discussion of Stoic philosophy in this brief survey, although its glorification of the intellect easily matched 

that of the Socratics. For example, Seneca represented virtuous monarchy as perfectly compatible with 

liberty, because it entailed rule by reason and the absence of “license,” which is how human beings naturally 

ought to live.112 Seneca portrayed the tyrant, by contrast, as a raging beast devoid of that critical essence 

of the gentle ruler – humanitas. In any case, the classical legacies described in this subsection would 

powerfully inform medieval and Renaissance representations of tyrannical and “free” rule. 

 

b. Medieval & Renaissance sources 

A full survey of medieval and Renaissance ideas about the relationship between tyranny and the intellect 

would be far beyond the scope of a chapter subsection, and far beyond my capabilities as a scholar. Luckily, 

such a comprehensive survey would also not be germane to my purpose, which is to show that some of the 

most authoritative pre-modern political texts available to the Anglo-American Whig tradition tended to view 

the intellect as an antidote – not a handmaid – to tyrannical government. In addition, classical sources were 

 
110 Tacitus, Annales XIII.49, XIV.48-9. “Madness”: Dean Hammer, Roman Political Thought from Cicero to 
Augustine (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), p. 329. For a commentary on this Roman 
historiographical trope, see Aloys Winterling, “Imperial madness in ancient Rome,” in Nikos Panous & Hester 
Schadee (eds.), Evil Lords: Theories and Representations of Tyranny from Antiquity to the Renaissance 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), pp. 61-80. 

111 Tacitus, Annales XVI.35. 

112 Cf. Seneca, De clementia I.1.8.  
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far more closely read by early modern Whigs than medieval and Renaissance sources, diminishing the 

importance of establishing this pattern of thought in the latter.  What follows below is therefore merely a brief 

cross-section of prominent texts. The intention here is to give a flavor of the medieval and Renaissance 

continuation of classical ideas on tyranny and liberty.  

 Medieval and Renaissance thinkers, like some of their classical predecessors, did not usually stress 

political liberty as the opposite of tyranny in their writings. Much more often, they contrasted tyranny to 

virtuous kingship. Nevertheless, the orthodoxly Aristotelian assumption remained that good kingship was a 

type of rule which respected the interests of the subject, which could be (and was sometimes) rendered as 

a claim that kingship entailed a kind of freedom.113 But even those pre-modern commentaries on tyranny 

that have nothing at all to say about political liberty are still relevant to my purposes. The reason is that the 

contrast between tyranny and liberty, which became so central to early modern “republican” thought,” was 

a transposition of the more general contrast between tyranny and good government. I therefore treat the 

contrast between tyranny and good kingship as a legitimate precursor to the contrast between tyranny and 

liberty. 

 We can detect the rationalistic influence of the Socratic tradition by comparing early medieval to 

“High” and late medieval treatises. Early medieval ethics and politics were influenced to a great extent by 

Augustine’s confrontation with Pelagianism in the early fifth century AD, and the Early Church controversy 

about the propriety of studying pagan literature more generally. Since the Church Fathers, Christian 

orthodoxy had been that (crypto-)pagan virtue ethics meant the sin of pride.114 Hence, following the Early 

Church backlash against Pelagianism and paganism, early medieval thinkers mostly shied away from 

interpreting tyranny as a failure of the intellect. Hence, in the works of Isidore of Seville, Rabaunus Maurus 

and Smaragdus of Saint-Mihiel, tyranny tended to be viewed as the ascendancy of traditional Christian vices 

(pride, avarice, lust, and wrath especially), while the tyrant himself was rendered as a human likeness of 

 
113 See my discussion of John of Salisbury below. 

114 Compare Pelagius, Letter to Demetrias II-III, XXIII-XXIV with Augustine, De natura et gratia XXIII-XXXVI. 



 

38 
   

the Devil.115 There was little consideration of tyranny as a transgression against the intellect in these texts. 

In some Merovingian sources, we can even detect a movement in the opposite direction: Gregory the 

Great’s Histories, for example, suggested that king Chilperic I resembled a pagan tyrant precisely for 

composing poetry and for trying to get his own theological treatises accepted as orthodoxy.116 But Gregory’s 

mental associations between tyranny and paganesque literary pretension remained suggestive only. In 

general, early medieval texts were wary of lauding governments to the extent that they perfected reason. 

 All this changed gradually as pagan sources became more widely studied and less stigmatized. 

John of Salisbury’s twelfth-century Policraticus is a well-known early example of the proto-humanist use of 

classical sources, even though John’s knowledge of Greek moral and political thought remained exceedingly 

limited. Predictably enough, John placed a far greater emphasis on the intellect in good government than 

his early medieval predecessors. Book IV of the Policraticus, on the difference between tyranny and good 

kingship, began with the claim that the administration of justice requires philosophy.117 Interestingly, the 

same passage also contained a new take on the liberating effects of the intellect: the “philosophical 

preparation” required of rulers is only accessible to those who, “opposing the kingdom of vanity,” follow the 

commands of the Bible, since “whenever there is the spirit of God, in that place there is liberty.” To renounce 

the Holy Spirit is folly, John continued, since it was the Holy Spirit “which chooses between spiritually 

impoverished kings and those who aim to harmonize with God and who learn to know, speak, and do the 

truth.”118 In this way, the pursuit of learning was joined to Christian devotion as the key to achieving a 

spiritualized version of liberty. Elsewhere, John retained a more conventional view of the incompatibility of 

ignorance with (political) liberty. In Book III, for example, John described in more detail the state of ignorance 

under tyranny: “elders are ignorant of wisdom, the judge is ignorant of justice, the prelate knows no authority, 

 
115 Cary J. Nederman, “Three concepts of tyranny in Western medieval political thought,” Contributions to 
the History of Concepts, Vol. 14, No. 2 (2019), pp. 1-22; Sumi Shimahara, “Evil lords and the Devil,” in 
Panous & Schadee (eds.), Evil Lords, pp. 119-36. 

116 Helmut Reimitz, “Contradicting stereotypes: ‘barbarian’ and ‘Roman’ rulers and the shaping of 
Merovingian kingship,” in Panous & Schadee (eds.), Evil Lords, pp. 81-98. 

117 John of Salisbury, Policraticus IV (prologue). Trans. Cary J. Nederman. 

118 Ibid. IV (prologue). Trans. Nederman. 
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the subject knows no discipline, the freeborn disdains liberty.”119 To prevent such a descent into barbarism, 

John expressly exhorted the ruler “to be proficient in letters, and to receive counsel from men of letters.”120 

 If I am right to interpret the Policraticus as part of a gradual (re-)intellectualization of the idea of 

good government, then the recovery of Aristotle’s Ethics and Politics catalyzed this process decisively from 

the thirteenth century onwards. One area in which this development can clearly be traced is the later 

medieval formulation of elaborate lists containing so-called “marks of the tyrant,” or the characteristic signs 

by which a tyranny might be recognized. Often such lists were essentially abstracts of Aristotle’s advice to 

tyrants in Politics V.121 However, what is remarkable about medieval marks-of-the-tyrant literature, in the 

context of my argument, is the extent to which these lists also reproduced the Aristotelian emphasis on the 

tyrant’s crackdown on learning. The scholastic Giles of Rome and the jurist and “glossator” Bartolus of 

Saxoferrato were by far the most influential exponents of this development. The third book of Giles’s 

immensely popular On the Government of Princes delineated the various kinds of government, closely 

following Aristotle’s treatment of this topic. In one chapter, Giles reproduced Aristotle’s “cautionary signs of 

tyranny” (cautelae tyrannicae), from Book V of the Politics. According to Giles, the first telltale sign of tyranny 

is “the annihilation of the virtuous.” The second is the “destruction of the wise, conduct against right reason, 

and not intending the common welfare but one’s own.” The third cautela of tyranny is “not allowing discipline 

and study. For the tyrant does not only destroy the wise, but he even blocks the way and inhibits study and 

discipline lest others become wise. Indeed, he always fears the rebuke of wisdom.” Conversely, Giles 

declared, “the [good] king always seems to promote and preserve studies (...).”122 Remarkably, the standard 

Aristotelian definition of tyranny (viz. government by one person disregarding the common good and tending 

solely to the ruler’s private interest) is here mentioned only after the tyrant’s prosecution of the learned. The 

same enumeration figures in Bartolus’s On the Tyrant, which expressly acknowledges the debt to Aristotle 

and Giles. Bartolus agreed with Giles that the first “characteristic of a tyrant” is “to kill the excellent and 

 
119 Ibid. III.10. Trans. Nederman. 

120 Ibid. IV.6. Trans. Nederman. 

121 See above, p. 

122 Giles of Rome, De regimine principum (1502), III.2.10. 



 

40 
   

powerful men of the city.” The second mark of the tyrant is “that he destroys the wise men so that they, 

recognizing his evil deeds, do not accuse him and provoke the people against him.” Thirdly, the tyrant “ends 

all teaching and study. For tyrants not only kill the wise, but also work so that none come to be. For they are 

always afraid that they will be caught through wisdom.”123 

 However, probably the most thoroughgoing reintellectualization of the notion of good government 

occurred in the Thomistic treatise On the Government of Princes. The first part of this treatise was possibly 

written by Thomas Aquinas but the rest was certainly finished by Aquinas’s pupil Ptolemy of Lucca. In Book 

I, the author (henceforth, “the first author”) argues that human beings live together in communities to 

exercise and communicate reason. By “reason,” the first author did not simply mean the everyday exercise 

of logic and inference, but primarily the accumulation of learning through the arts and sciences. “It is not 

possible for individual human beings to attain [an understanding of the necessities of life] through their own 

reason. It is therefore necessary for humans to live in a multitude, so that one might help another and 

different ones might be occupied in finding out different things. For example, one could study medicine, 

another something different, and still another something else.”124 Importantly, the first author’s gloss on the 

purpose of human community as intellectual exchange did not depend on any particular regime type. 

Whether communities were governed by one person, a few, or the many, their point remained to advance 

collective knowledge. 

In the second part of the treatise, Ptolemy of Lucca introduced a preference for popular government 

which was absent from Book I, yet he retained the intellectualist orientation of the first author. Ptolemy began 

by making the mutually exclusive and exhaustive distinction between “political” and “despotic” government, 

the first of which promotes and the second of which denies political liberty in its citizens.125 Political 

government, so argued Ptolemy in the first chapter of Book IV, is called such because it is the form of 

government characteristic of the “city” (polis).126 This argument allowed Ptolemy to turn the first author’s 

 
123 Bartolus of Saxoferrato, De tyranno VIII.51. Trans. Jonathan Robinson. 

124 [Aquinas?], De regimine principum I.1.4. Emphasis added. 

125 Ptolemy of Lucca, De regimine principum II.8.5. Notably, however, Ptolemy sees both popular and 
aristocratic regimes as instances of “political government” (cf. IV.1.2). 
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assertion that knowledge-production required living together in a “city” as a “multitude” into a case for 

political government. Ptolemy paraphrased the first author’s argument that “since human beings are 

ignorant of [the necessities of life], they need physicians, the medical art, and the ministry of other persons, 

and all these things require the multitude of persons which makes up the city.”127 Ptolemy then made the 

case that the kind of intellectual life the first author had envisioned as the purpose of human society obtained 

especially in political government: “We distinguish two parts of the rational spirit, namely intellect and will. 

There are two kinds of actions with regard to the intellective part, namely speculative and practical, and 

political government depends on these.”128 The connection between political government and the operations 

of the intellect was reinforced a few passages later, when Ptolemy clarified that speculative action, “as 

Aristotle shows, ‘is generated and grows especially through teaching, and it needs experience and time,’ all 

of which things presuppose the multitude of persons from which the city is constituted.”129 To summarize, 

Ptolemy’s riff on the first author can be rendered as follows: humans need to live together in cities (poleis) 

to build collective knowledge; but, the idea of multitudes coming together organically in poleis for mutual 

benefit suggests non-despotic (hence “political”) government; therefore, civic knowledge-production is 

characteristic of non-despotic governments. 

 The final scene of this survey is Renaissance Italy.130 Unsurprisingly, a philosophical milieu famous 

for its compulsive consultation of classical sources also reproduced the ancient Greeks’ and Romans’ 

intellectualist biases. But Renaissance thinkers retained agency in how they parsed and selected sources. 

For example: I have mentioned above that Plato was generally seen as an unreservedly pro-intellectual 

figure. This was partly due to the contingent Renaissance preference for the moral of the Republic, Laws 

and Letters over that of the Gorgias.131 The immense esteem in which Renaissance humanists held Cicero 
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– Richard Tuck speaks of the “cult of Cicero” – also contributed greatly, since Cicero had translated into 

Roman culture the Socratic-Stoic emphasis on right reason (recta ratio) as the organizing principle of 

nature.132 The consequence was a widely shared conviction, throughout Renaissance humanism, that 

tyrants had little to do with the intellect.  

 The Renaissance humanist conviction that tyranny and the intellect were orthogonal to one another 

could take at least three different forms. The first and most strident version was the barefaced claim that 

tyrants – or, indeed, princes in general – simply could not stand intellectuals. As Leonardo Bruni repeatedly 

argued in his celebrated Funeral Oration for Nanni Strozzi: only a free regime such as Florence’s could 

“stimulate the intelligence” of its citizens, making it no accident that the revival of “the letters and studies” 

had begun in republican Florence.133 Poggio Bracciolini similarly made the case, in his On the Misery of 

Princes, that “ignorance is the intimate companion of princes.” Bracciolini proceeded to illustrate his 

argument with a list of classical geniuses that had been wronged or killed by tyrannical rulers.134 Both Bruni 

and Bracciolini presented their argument as a reworking of the Sallustian thought that tyranny hates virtue, 

although we have seen that Giles and Bartolus could arrive at virtually the same conclusion on the basis of 

Aristotle’s Politics V.135 

 The second Renaissance version of the idea we have traced in this Section was considerably milder 

to the tyrant. The second agreed with the first that the practical requirements of maintaining power maimed 

the tyrant’s soul and made it deaf to the voice of reason. It differed from the first in extending this moral 

problem, in Augustinian fashion, to all existing sublunar regimes. The most eloquent expression of this 

second version can be found in the writings of Petrarch. The immaculately virtuous regime, according to 

 
132 E.g. Cicero De republica III.33; De legibus II.10; Tusculanae disputationes IV.34. “Cult of Cicero”: Richard 
Tuck, Philosophy and Government, 1572-1651 (Cambridge, 1993), p. 6. 

133 Leonardo Bruni, Oraison funèbre de Nanni Strozzi (1427-1428), Raisons Politiques, Vol. 4, No. 36 (2009), 
pp. 65-75. Cf. Leonardo Bruni, “Panegyric to the City of Florence,” in Benjamin G. Kohl & Ronald G. Witt 
(eds.), The Earthly Republic: Italian Humanists on Government and Society (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1978), p. 174: “The study of literature – and I don’t mean simply mercantile and vile 
writings but that which is especially worthy of free men – which always flourishes among every great people, 
grows in [Florence] in full vigour.” Emphasis added. 

134 Poggio Bracciolini, De infelicitate principum 47, 79. 

135 Cf. Hester Schadee, “‘I don’t know who you call tyrants’: debating evil lords in quattrocentro humanism,” 
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Petrarch, had “existed nowhere.”136 Indeed, he asked, echoing Augustine, “what else are kingdoms but 

previous tyrannies?”137 Tyrants may be immoral – perhaps even more immoral on average than other kinds 

of rulers – but the difference remained one of degree only. Hence, Petrarch argued in his invective Against 

a Man of High Rank with No Knowledge or Virtue, there was no shame in counselling despots. All a literatus 

could do was counsel princes to the best of one’s abilities, improve political affairs incrementally, and try to 

“set a moral tone.”138 

The third version, finally, went even further in absolving the tyrant from immorality and unreason. 

On the third formulation, the tyrant was not rabidly opposed to, or structurally incapable of, the life of the 

mind – he was simply quite uninterested in it. Hence, the relationship between tyranny and the intellect 

became that of two ships passing in the night. This view was voiced, for example, by Piero Candido 

Decembrio, a humanist writing in the service of the tyrants of Milan. Decembrio managed to depict his 

Milanese patrons with astonishing detachment. When it came to “humanists and men of learning,” 

Decembrio concluded that the Milanese ruler Filippo Maria Visconti “neither held them in contempt, nor 

accorded them any particular place of honor at his court. He was more an admirer of their accomplishments 

than a patron or supporter of their work,” excluding, apparently, his employment of Decembrio himself.139 

Filippo Maria had not been educated along humanist lines himself. Perhaps as a result, the Milanese prince 

sometimes exhibited ingratitude or even suspicion towards the learned elite of Renaissance Italy. But on 

the whole, Decembrio’s biography conveyed the impression that Filippo Maria simply did not have much to 

do with learning altogether. He could live, and rule, perfectly well without it.140 

 

 
136 Francesco Petrarca, Invectiva contra quendam..., in: Francesco Petrarch, Invectives, ed. & trans. David 
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c. The Whig tradition 

Given the remarkably uniform set of precedents outlined above, the Anglo-American Whig suggestion that 

the worst tyrannies are often underpinned by corrupt intellectuals and educators begins to seem stunningly 

original – if not revolutionary. Since the rest of this dissertation will spell out Whig anti-intellectualism in 

greater detail, I will confine myself here to three Whig “greats,” by way of prospection. As a first example, 

take Sir Robert Molesworth’s An Account of Denmark (1694). This text became immensely influential and 

widely cited in Whig circles as an alarming report of how tyranny had recently established itself in Denmark, 

a country culturally and geographically very similar to England. Within Molesworth’s Account, the preface 

became probably the most celebrated (it was even published separately in 1713), and its main subject was 

education.141 In the preface, Molesworth eagerly grants that “Good Learning (...) is a great Antidote against 

the Plague of Tyranny.”142 These are terms a pre-modern audience might understand and agree with. 

Directly afterwards, in fact, Molesworth illustrates this claim with a nostalgic excursus on Greek and Roman 

views on education: 

The Books that are left us from the Ancients (from whence, as from 
Fountains, we draw all that we are now Masters of) are full of Doctrines, 
Sentences, and Examples exhorting to the Conservation or Recovery of 
the publick Liberty, which was once valued above Life... ‘Twas not to learn 
Foreign Languages that the Graecian and Roman Youths went for so long 
together to the Academies and Lectures of their Philosophers... ‘Twas to 
learn how and when to speak pertinently, how to act like a Man to subdue 
the Passions, to be publick Spirited, to despise Death, Torments, and 
Reproach, Riches and the Smiles of Princes, as well as their Frowns, if 
they stood between them and their Duty.143 

 But the days in which learning could serve as an uncomplicated antidote to tyranny were long past. 

In classical times, education still “produced Men of another stamp than appears now upon the Theatre of 

the World.” But in the “Enslaved Countries” of late-seventeenth century Europe, “Ecclesiastics, who have 

an opposite Interest, keep not only the Education of Youth, but the Consciences of old Men in their 

 
141 See Robert Molesworth, Mr. Molesworth’s Preface. With Historical and Political Remarks (London: 1713). 
Thomas Hollis, whom we have met in Section I, speaks of “[one] of the NOBLEST prefaces in the English 
language” (Robert Molesworth, Franco-Gallia (London: 1721), Harvard Houghton Library, call mark 
*EC75H7267). 

142 Robert Molesworth, An Account of Denmark…, ed. Justin Champion (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2011), 
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Hands.”144 Indeed, Molesworth emphasizes that the gradual loss of political liberties in early modern Europe 

“cannot be attributed to any more probable cause than the enslaving of the Spirits of the People” by priestly 

educators, in the service of power-hungry princes.145 The main examples mentioned by Molesworth are the 

Society of Jesus (est. 1540), the Society De propaganda fide (est. 1622), and the Lutheran ministry (est. 

1570s), all three of which scoured the earth “not only to improve their Knowledge in Sciences, but to learn 

fit Methods to please their Sovereigns at the expense of the People’s Liberties.”146 Interestingly, in the 

context of this chapter’s argument, Molesworth’s preface not only acknowledges the anti-tyrannical 

purposes of learning in classical times; it also reflects on the comparative novelty of the learned method by 

which tyranny, in Molesworth’s words, “has within these last 200 Years crept upon Europe.”147 Instead of a 

direct application of classical topoi to the present, as in Section II, we find in Molesworth a stark contrast 

between public-spirited classical learning and the tyrannical tendencies of modern education. 

 In Molesworth’s Account, a concern about politically motivated miseducation is communicated as a 

story specifically about “priestcraft,” but the same Whig trope could be couched in more general language. 

Two outstanding examples are Algernon Sidney’s Discourses concerning Government (1698) and John 

Trenchard and Thomas Gordon’s Cato’s Letters (1720-3), two of the most influential works in the entire 

Whig canon.148 In the Discourses, Sidney distinguishes between two kinds of servants of the supreme 

magistrate: those who “uphold the rightful power of a just magistracy,” and those who “introduce an ill 

magistrate.” The former “teach men what they ought to do, suffer, or expect from others,” while the latter 

“teach such evasions, equivocations and frauds, as are inconsistent with the thoughts that become men of 

virtue and courage.”149 “Evasions,” “equivocations” and “frauds” were all standard Whig codewords for 
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Jesuitical casuistry, but Sidney clarifies that he has in mind a broader class in his denunciation of pro-

tyrannical partisans: 

The principal marks of [ill magistrates’] favour are reserved for those who 
are the most industrious in mischief, either by seducing the people with the 
allurements of sensual pleasures, or corrupting their understandings by 
false and slavish doctrines. By this means a man who calls himself a 
philosopher or a divine, is often more useful than a great number of 
tapsters, cooks, buffoons, players, fiddlers, whores or bawds. These are 
the Devil’s ministers of a lower order (...) but the principal supporters of his 
kingdom, are they, who by false doctrines poison the springs of religion and 
virtue, and by preaching or writing (if their falsehood and wickedness were 
not detected) would extinguish all principles of common honesty, and bring 
whole nations to be best satisfied with themselves, when their actions are 
most abominable.150 

The same “philosophers” whom Molesworth identified as the bastions of liberty in classical antiquity are now 

said to include, in contemporary Europe, “the principal supporters” of tyrannical government.  

Thomas Gordon makes a similar point, with similar élan, in No. 71 of Cato’s Letters. “That liberty 

which made the Greeks and Romans masters of the world, made them masters of all the learning in it,” 

Gordon writes, echoing a range of pre-modern sources. “And, when their liberties perished, so did their 

learning... Neither the titles nor the deeds of tyrants will bear examination; and their power is concerned to 

stupify [sic] and destroy the very faculties of reason and thinking.”151 So far, Gordon perfectly conforms to 

his classical sources. But then, he suddenly takes his thought in a radically different direction:  

I will not deny, but that, in arbitrary countries, there are sometimes found 
men of great parts and learning. But these are either ecclesiastics (...); or 
they are men invited and encouraged by the prince to flatter his pride, and 
administer to his pomp and pleasures, and to recommend his person and 
power... They are endowed with the advantages of freemen, merely to be 
the instruments of servitude. They are a sort of Swiss, hired to be the 
guards of their proud master’s fame, and to applaud and vindicate his 
wickedness, wildness, usurpations, prodigalities, and follies. This therefore 
is the worst of all prostitutions, and most immoral of all sorts of slavery; as 
it is supporting servitude with the breath of liberty, and assaulting and 
mangling liberty with her own weapons.152 
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The examples Gordon proceeds to give are all from early modern France. The classics were comparatively 

silent on this subject. 

 The cases discussed here are illustrative of a wider pattern across the Whig canon. Whether we 

take John Milton, James Harrington, pseudo-Ludlow, or Bolingbroke, we keep finding the same bold 

departure from prior representations of tyranny as brutish, bestial, anti-philosophical, and illiterate.153 

 

IV. Conclusion 

I began this chapter with the question where, if anywhere, we might locate the originality (in “diachronic” 

terms) of the Whig theory of liberty and tyranny (Section I). Is there a distinctively Whig conception of liberty 

and tyranny, and if yes, what sets it apart from prior conceptions of liberty (or good government more 

generally) and tyranny? I first considered the Whig arguments that tend to receive most attention from 

historians of political thought – namely, opposition to fiscal and military innovation – but I concluded that 

Whig authors relied straightforwardly on ancient categories and presuppositions on this subject. Whig 

thinkers simply restated ancient tropes, despite vast changes in historical conditions (Section II). Secondly, 

I surveyed pre-modern European conceptions of tyranny and liberty/good government, as comprehensively 

as possible given the space constraints. I found an impressive consensus on the un- or anti-intellectual 

nature of tyranny (III.a-b). Finally, I suggested that the Whig association between tyranny and the intellect 

begins to look stunningly original when viewed against that pre-modern backdrop (III.c). To put the point 

more provocatively: anti-intellectualism is the distinguishing feature of the Whig theory of liberty and tyranny, 

and the issue that splits “classical republicanism” into a pre-modern “civic humanism” and an early modern 

“Whig tradition” (if any of these concepts still command scholarly respect). 

 I want to close with two caveats. Firstly, my remarks about Whig anti-intellectualism in this chapter 

have remained suggestive only, due to space constraints. A more comprehensive analysis of Whig sources 

 
153 Cf. John Milton, The reason of church-government urg’d against prelaty (London: 1642), “Conclusion”; 
Harrington, Political Works, ed. Pocock, pp. 308-9; [pseudo-Edmund Ludlow], Memoirs, Vol. 2 (London: 
1698), pp. 485-6; [ps-Ludlow], Memoirs, Vol. 3 (London: 1699), pp. 73-4; Bolingbroke, Political Writings, ed. 
Armitage, p. 228. 
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would certainly have to be conducted to confirm the picture I have sketched in III.c. To attempt such an 

analysis will be the purpose of the rest of this dissertation. Secondly, I have made no effort in this chapter 

to explain Whig anti-intellectualism. To do so will be the first stop of the next chapter. 
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Chapter 2: Parliamentarian Anti-Intellectualism (1603-1660) 

 

 

[A] poor, plain countryman, by the Spirit, which he hath received, is better able to 
judge of truth and error, touching the things of God, than the greatest 

philosopher, scholar, or doctor in the world, that is destitute of it. 

Rev. William Dell (1649) 

 

I. Introduction 

In the previous chapter I argued that European pre-modern thinkers tended to view the relationship between 

government and the intellect in unambivalently positive terms. Barring a few exceptions, the consensus in 

the pre-modern political literature was that intellectuals tended to further good government and “freedom” 

(however defined), and vice versa. The more learning and eloquence – especially in the ruler and his or her 

closest advisers – the better. At the end of the previous chapter, I also suggested that this attitude came to 

be inverted among the major texts of the Whig canon. The examples I provided at the end of last chapter 

were from the turn of the eighteenth century and beyond. Yet since many of the earliest Whig centerpieces 

were written during the English Civil War of the middle of the seventeenth century, we should see a more 

critical attitude towards the intellect in that context already. My first aim in this chapter is to show that such 

was indeed the case: the most influential Whiggish writings from mid-seventeenth century England already 

contained a powerful streak of anti-intellectualism. My second aim in this chapter is to demonstrate that anti-

intellectualism in Whig writings from the English Civil War was no “accident” or idiosyncratic feature of these 

selected writings. Instead, anti-intellectualism was a central feature of “Parliamentarian”154 rhetoric 

 
154 Throughout this chapter, I will use “Parliamentarian” as an umbrella term for every party that (at least 
initially) supported Parliament against the self-aggrandizing policies of the early Stuarts (1603-1660). I 
therefore use “Parliamentarian” and “anti-royalist” interchangeably. In this sense it includes, for example, 
the Levellers and Diggers, even though many of them turned against Parliament for betraying what they 
perceived as the principles of the revolution. See, e.g., Richard Overton, An Appeale from the Degenerate 
Representative Body of the Commons of England ([London?]: 1647); John Lilburne et al., Englands New 
Chains Discovered ([London?]: 1649); Gerrard Winstanley, A New-Yeers Gift Sent to the Parliament and 
Armie (London: 1650). 
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throughout the first half of the seventeenth century. The English Civil War can reasonably be interpreted, at 

least in part, as a wave of resistance not only to the reigning Stuart monarchy, but also to the intellectual 

cartel that supported it in return for power and property. I will try to prove these two assertions, in reverse 

order, in Sections III and IV below. Section II will make good on my promise from the previous chapter, to 

try to explain the emergence of anti-intellectualism in Anglophone political thought. 

It is worth noting that the two aims of this chapter are entirely distinct. The first purpose of this chapter 

is to make an argument about the kinds of ideas and languages that later Whigs, especially in the American 

Revolutionary tradition, were exposed to. Such an argument does not depend on any historical claim about 

the “true” nature of Parliamentarian discourse in general. All it requires is an examination of a very small 

shortlist of canonical texts, and especially about the form in which they were passed on to eighteenth-

century New England.155 However, the second purpose of establishing that anti-intellectualism was in fact 

a persistent feature of Parliamentarian polemic has other advantages. For one, it aids in the task of historical 

explanation: to understand how and why an anti-intellectual impulse made its way into the Whig canon, it 

helps to get a read on the wider anti-royalist discourse these texts were participating in. Moreover, because 

the formation of the Whig canon was a continuous process, spanning several generations of Englishmen, 

the prevalence of anti-intellectualism in Parliamentarian discourse matters. The episodes treated in 

Chapters 2-4 of this dissertation are far from isolated; the main protagonists of Chapter 3 lived through and 

imbibed the struggles described in the present chapter. To the extent that the present chapter succeeds in 

establishing the anti-intellectual streak in Parliamentarian ideology, any similar coloration in subsequent 

Whig texts becomes more comprehensible, and a priori more plausible. Finally, by placing the well-studied 

writings of Nedham, Milton and Harrington in the context of Parliamentarian anti-intellectualism, I hope to 

approach these texts from a new and interesting angle. 

 

II. Explaining the shift towards anti-intellectualism 

 
155 As we shall see below (IV.c), there was sometimes a very significant difference between modern scholarly 
editions, and the presentation of that same work in seventeenth- or eighteenth-century editions. 
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As we have seen in the previous chapter, classical, medieval and Renaissance sources were remarkably 

consistent in associating intellectualism with good government and political liberty. Naturally, there were 

always stark disagreements on what counted as “proper” learning. The Renaissance humanists, for 

example, were prone to issue thundering condemnations of scholastic Aristotelianism as a pointless and 

misleading exercise.156 Yet disputes such as these did not tend to have political conclusions attached to 

them. The point of these polemics seemed to be that one group was better equipped to inform and educate 

rulers than another (in the case of scholasticism, the humanist would argue, this was not least because 

scholastic learning was fallacious and absurd in the first place). Generally, pre-modern denunciations of 

specific bodies of thought were maneuvers in a rivalry for the status of “true erudition,” rather than structural 

analyses of the baleful influence of corrupted learning on government. 

 However, the present chapter argues that this pre-modern assumption came to be partially 

abandoned in seventeenth-century England. The traditional centers of learning came under heavy attack in 

a broad variety of anti-royalist pamphlets, sermons, and treatises. This raises the question: what had 

happened? Before we examine Parliamentarian ideology, I wish to pause briefly to consider the reasons for 

this radical shift since the Renaissance. Which historical circumstances might account for this increased 

skepticism towards letters and learning in early modern England? What had occurred to bring seventeenth-

century Englishmen to question the traditional identification between erudition and enlightened rule? I should 

stress at the outset that the answers provided in this section will be hypothetical and suggestive only; a 

confident answer would require its own volume or two. 

 

a. The Reformation 

The Reformation is undoubtedly the single most important factor in accounting for the new attitude described 

in this chapter. Acceptance of the core principles of the Reformation, of really any denomination, did not 

commit one only to certain theological or ecclesiological propositions, but also to a very radical philosophy 

 
156 E.g. Francesco Petrarca, De sui ipsius et multorum ignorantia (c. 1368); Lorenzo Valla, Repastinatio 
dialectice et philosophie (c. 1439). 
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of history. From the early sixteenth century onwards, any Protestant was implicitly committed to the view 

that the greatest minds of Christian Europe had either been complicit in a millennium-old hoax or blinded by 

custom into propagating this hoax. Most of European history had largely been driven by a “Grand Delusion” 

of papal supremacy over every aspect of communal life, resting on a series of mistranslations, sophistries, 

and errors. No amount of learning had prevented Europe’s elites from falling under the spell of, or 

acquiescing in, Roman Catholicism. The more radical the denomination, the more upsetting the philosophy 

of history necessarily became. “High Church” Anglicans evidently believed that the Holy See had been 

wrong only about a limited number of things, since the Anglican Church continued to support expensive 

liturgy and a hierarchical ecclesiology, while Puritans tended to denounce the entire phenomenon of 

Romanism unconditionally as one great Anti-Christian deception.157 No matter the severity of one’s 

judgment, however, at minimum Protestantism entailed the perception of a terrible failure of the intellect 

over the course of many centuries. We might call this the negative aspect of the Reformation devaluation of 

learning, since it found its main expression in the endless philological and historical refutations of papalist 

errors, leading to a discrediting of the traditional sites of knowledge-production, independent from any 

positive affirmation on the Protestant side.158 

 Yet the Reformation depreciation of learning had positive aspects, too. Firstly, as a matter of 

ecclesiology, both Lutheranism and Calvinism rejected the idea of a special priestly class, with better insight 

into God’s will, and elevated above the mass of “laymen.” This Protestant doctrine became known as the 

“priesthood of all believers,” and it exercised an immense influence on England’s Dissenters.159 Since the 

power of the clergy had always rested on the authoritativeness of its Scriptural interpretation, the Protestant 

notion of the “priesthood of all believers” could be seen to have subversive epistemic consequences. If God 

 
157 John Spurr, The Post-Reformation: Religion, Politics and Society in Britain, 1603-1714 (London & New 
York: Routledge, 2006), pp. 7-34; Dewey D. Wallace, Jr., “Puritan polemical divinity and doctrinal 
controversy,” in John Coffey & Paul C.H. Lim (eds.), The Cambridge Companion to Puritanism (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008), pp. 206-22; Paul C.H. Lim, “Puritans and the Church of England: 
historiography and ecclesiology,” in Coffey & Lim (eds.), Cambridge Companion to Puritanism, pp. 223-40. 

158 Cf. Steven Ozment, The Age of Reform, 1250-1550: An Intellectual and Religious History of Late 
Medieval and Reformation Europe (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 1980), pp. 302 ff. 

159 Cf. Christopher Hill, Continuity and Change in 17th-Century England, rev. ed. (New Haven and London: 

Yale University Press, 1991 [1974]), p. 147, 176. 
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had not designated a special class to search His meaning, if He demanded no university training for this 

task, and if the relevant evidence was confined to Scripture alone and laid out for all to see, then the 

mysteries of God were as (in)accessible to the ordinary believer as to the most learned doctor of the Church. 

Furthermore, the opposition to the clerical monopoly on Scriptural interpretation, entailed by the “priesthood 

of all believers,” could easily be secularized into a more general opposition to intellectual cartels. And it often 

was by English Dissenters. Indeed, the more purist a Parliamentarian’s Protestant creed was, the more 

comprehensively he tended to reject intellectual elites.160 

Additionally, England’s radical Protestants were predisposed to question intellectual authority 

because of the distinctive anti-intellectual gloss which they found in their preferred edition of the Bible. The 

Geneva Bible, although formally banned by King James I, remained the most highly respected and widely 

read in heterodox England long after the publication of the Authorized Version in 1611. Crucially, the Geneva 

Bible happened to be accompanied by marginal notes which seemed to confirm the anti-intellectual 

directions into which Protestant doctrine could be pushed. If a Calvinist subject in Stuart England looked to 

his or her 1599 edition of the Geneva Bible for inspiration in articulating their opposition to the Crown, they 

would be immediately confronted by marginal comments inveighing against “eloquence,” “learned fellows” 

that have “only their books” (1 Corinthians 1:17-21), “vain and curious speculations” and “subtle wisdom” 

(Colossians 2:8), “schools of popery, which are nothing else but vain and foolish talking” (1 Timothy 6:5), 

and self-interested theologians in general (Revelations 9). Most importantly, he or she would be informed 

by a crucial marginal note on Acts 6:9-12 that “schools and universities” were the traditional “instruments of 

Satan to spread false doctrine” and, moreover, that the “first bloody persecution of Christ,” with whom a 

beleaguered English Dissenter obviously identified, “began and sprang from a council of priests, by the 

suggestion of the university teachers.” He or she would thus be directly put on the trail of intellectuals as the 

first movers of Anti-Christian oppression. If our Calvinist subject consulted a 1560 edition of the Geneva 

Bible instead, the annotations were no less clear. The “locusts” of Revelations 9:3, the marginalia now read, 

were the “false teachers, heretics, and worldly subtle Prelates, with Monks, Friars, Cardinals, Patriarkes, 

 
160 For the correlation between Protestant radicalism and anti-intellectualism during the English Civil War, 
see Leo F. Solt, “Anti-intellectualism in the Puritan revolution,” Church History, Vol. 25, No. 4 (1956), pp. 
306-16. 
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Archbishops, Bishops, Doctors, Bachelors and Masters which forsake Christ to maintain false doctrine.”161 

A handful of these marginalia may have ultimately had a more profound impact on the development of 

republican thought than entire bodies of literature. 

 However important the Reformation was as an enabling factor, it was insufficient by itself to bring 

seventeenth-century Englishmen to oppose intellectuals as (would-be) tyrants. The reason for this was 

primarily that the Reformation yielded no general political theory about the possible relationship between 

tyrannical government and intellectual elites. Martin Luther may have had plenty to say about bad 

scholarship, papal abuses, and princely errors, but he had very little by way of a general theory on the 

collusion between scholars and oppressive governments.162 It might be objected that Luther was not in the 

first place a political theorist, yet we do not find any greater emphasis on the oppressive role of intellectuals 

in the most influential early modern works of Protestant political theory – François Hotman’s Franco-gallia 

(1573) and the anonymous Vindiciae contra tyrannos (1579). The Vindiciae identifies tyranny, along entirely 

conventional pre-modern lines, as government which contravenes divine law and which disregards the 

public good.163 Intellectuals are not mentioned as accessories here. Hotman’s Franco-gallia operates a 

familiar “marks of the tyrant” list, which we have also encountered in our discussion of Bartolus and Giles. 

That list includes ruling against the subjects’ will, employing a foreign bodyguard, and deciding everything 

according to one’s own inclinations – but it does not include any mention of intellectuals.164 More was needed 

than radical Protestantism to push English anti-royalists into a principled ambivalence towards intellectuals. 

 

b. The rise of skepticism 

 
161 Emphasis added. 

162 The prefatory letter to Luther’s On Secular Authority (1523) is illustrative. Although it sneers at “the 
sophists at the universities,” it does not clarify the relationship between the princes addressed in the treatise, 
on the one hand, and the university “sophists,” on the other. Cf. Martin Luther & John Calvin, Luther and 
Calvin on Secular Authority, ed. Harro Höpfl (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), pp. 3-4. 

163 Orest Ranum, Tyranny from Ancient Greece to Renaissance France ([place of publication unknown]: 
Palgrave Pivot, 2020), Ch. 21. 

164 Ranum, Tyranny, Ch. 17. 



 

55 
   

From the late Renaissance onwards, a series of discoveries was made which shocked the European 

Republic of Letters out of its epistemic complacency and paved the way for a newly critical view of 

established truths, known in the history of science as “skepticism.”165  

The first discovery was the full extent of a particularly aporetic brand of Ancient Greek philosophy, 

which was known as “academic skepticism” because it was practiced especially in the Platonic school (the 

“Academy”). The basic premise of academic skepticism was that Socrates’s aporia – as displayed most 

forcefully in the Platonic dialogues – could be seen to extend to virtually every domain of human inquiry. 

Since we were so easily deceived, the skeptic concluded, the most sensible attitude in life was a general 

suspension of judgment. Augustine’s paraphrases and summaries of academic skepticism had been 

accessible throughout the medieval period, and a handful of skeptical texts remained available. However, 

scholasticism’s project of grand synthesis between classical and Christian philosophy had little use for 

radically deconstructive texts. Augustine’s skeptical fragments lay fallow. All that changed as the humanist 

method established itself across Europe and caches of ancient philosophical manuscripts were recovered. 

From the fourteenth century on, Cicero’s Academica became widely read. Diogenes Laertius’s biography of 

Pyrrho, one of the key spokespersons of academic skepticism, was recovered in the early fifteenth century. 

Greek manuscripts of Sextus Empiricus’s systematic treatment of “Pyrrhonism” (as academic skepticism 

was alternatively known) migrated from Constantinople to Latin-speaking Europe in the middle of the 

fifteenth century.166 If a rejection of inherited belief and an exhortation to go “back to basics” 

epistemologically were the ultimate conclusions of the revered Plato/Socrates, then the project to unmask 

pretended knowledge became all the more justified, and all the more urgent.167 

 
165 I base my understanding of the paradigm shift sketched in this subsection on Richard Tuck, Philosophy 
and Government, 1572-1651 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), Ch. 1, as well as Richard’s 
lectures in Gov 1061. 

166 Richard H. Popkin, “Scepticism, Renaissance,” in Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy (London: Taylor 

& Francis, 1998); Gianni Paganini, “History of skepticism in the Renaissance,” in Marco Sgarbi (ed.), 

Encyclopedia of Renaissance Philosophy ([place of publication unknown]: Springer Cham, 2019). 

167 On the Renaissance humanists’ esteem (and occasional contempt) for Plato, see James Hankins, Plato 
in the Italian Renaissance (Brill: Leiden, 1991). 
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 The second discovery that led to the emergence of a skeptical outlook in the late Renaissance was 

the discovery (from a European viewpoint) of the Americas. Much ink has been spilled over the 

consequences of the discovery of an entire continent untethered to European mental categories. The 

challenges the American natives posed to Europeans were theological, historiographical, psychological, and 

intellectual.168 Most important for our discussion, however, were the moral challenges posed by the 

European discovery of the Americas. When it was realized that several supposedly “universal moral 

precepts” did not apply to many of the communities dotting the American continent – such as the taboo on 

cannibalism, the necessity of private property, or the absolute subjection of women to men in matrimony – 

some responded with intense self-doubt and self-examination. What followed can perhaps best be summed 

up as the birth of a strand of moral relativism and epistemic humility (by no means decisive or mainstream) 

within the humanist community. Perhaps classical and Christian ethics had been colored by the vagaries of 

history, and perhaps European scholarship was not as unassailable as had been assumed.169 

 The third and final discovery was the excavation of a streak of hard-nosed political realism in 

classical literature, inspiring a counter-cultural “new humanism” in the second half of the sixteenth century. 

Thucydides’s History of the Peloponnesian War, still often cited as the foundational text of political realism, 

could only be accessed by the Latin-speaking world once enough Greek expertise had migrated westward 

from the Byzantine Empire. Lorenzo Valla completed the first Latin edition of Thucydides in 1452. The first 

vernacular translation was published, still in highly exclusive manuscript form, in 1512.170 Similarly troubling 

ideas were contained in Tacitus’s Annals and Histories, which were only accessible in Latin in 1515, this 

 
168 Cf. J.H. Elliott, The Old World and the New: 1492-1650  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970); 
Anthony Pagden, European Encounters with the New World: From Renaissance to Romanticism (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1993); Anthony Grafton et al., New Worlds, Ancient Texts: The Power of 
Tradition and the Shock of Discovery (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995). 

169 Cf. Michel de Montaigne, “On Cannibals,” in Michel de Montaigne, The Complete Essays, ed. M.A. 
Screech (Penguin: London & New York, 1991), pp. 228-41; Bartolomé de las Casas, History of the Indies, 
ed. Andrée M. Collard (Harper & Row: New York, 1971), Ch. LXVIII (eventually published independently as 
the Apologetic Summary History of the People of These Indies). 

170 Marianne Pade, “Thucydides’ Renaissance Readers,” in Antonis Tsakmakis & Antonios Rengakos (eds.), 
Brill’s Companion to Thucydides (Brill: Leiden, 2006), pp. 792 ff.; Kinch Hoekstra, “Thucydides in the 
Renaissance and Reformation,” in Polly Low (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Thucydides (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2023), pp. 265-81. 
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time simply due to the vagaries of textual transmission.171 (English translations of Thucydides and Tacitus 

were produced in 1629 and 1591, respectively.)172 As scholarship on Thucydides and Tacitus advanced, so 

did the realization that the moral optimism of the Renaissance provided insufficient guidance in navigating 

politics. It seemed to many that the public life described by Thucydides and Tacitus was a universe in which 

appearances were deceptive; in which discourse served the plainly ideological function of masking self-

interest; in which power-relations were everywhere.  

 Roughly coinciding with the recovery of these rather cynical lessons from classical antiquity (and 

reinforcing them), was the publication of Machiavelli’s major political works in 1531-2. While Machiavelli’s 

sources are still hotly debated, his Prince and Discourses at least seemed to have derived Thucydidean 

and Tacitean conclusions from entirely traditional humanist sources, including Livy’s history of Rome. In 

Chapter 18 of the Prince, Machiavelli’s readers were informed that “people are so simple-minded and so 

amenable to the exigencies of the moment, that the prince [many readers substituted “tyrant”] will always 

find those who allow themselves to be fooled.”173 Similarly, section II.22 of the Discourses explained “How 

Often the Opinions of Men Are False in Judging Great Matters.”174 By itself, the idea of universal 

credulousness might have been conventionally Platonic, but once it was embedded in a structural analysis 

of power dynamics and coupled with a penetrating analysis of religious deceptions, as in Machiavelli’s Prince 

and Discourses, the result was a reinforcement of the developments mentioned in this section. Influential 

“new humanist” works such as Justus Lipsius’s Six Books on Politics (1589), Pierre Charron’s Of Wisdom 

(1604), and Trajano Boccalini’s Relations from Parnassus (1612-15) attempted to synthesize the new 

 
171 L.D. Reynolds, Texts and Transmission. A Survey of the Latin Classics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1983), pp. 406-9. 

172 Emily Greenwood, “On Translating Thucydides,” in Christine Lee & Neville Morley (eds.), A Handbook to 
the Reception of Thucydides (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 2014), pp. 91-121; Clifford H. Moore, 
“Bibliography,” in Tacitus, Histories: Books 1-3, ed. Clifford H. Moore (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1925), p. xv. 

173 Niccolò Machiavelli, Tutte le opere, ed. Mario Martelli (Florence: Bompiani, 2018), p. 869. 

174 Ibid., p. 530. 
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insights, founding a tradition of humanism keenly attentive to concealed self-interest and politically 

motivated fraud.175 

 The three discoveries described above converged to shatter the halo of Europe’s intellectual 

establishment. Stuart Englishmen could glean the logical conclusion of these developments from Michel de 

Montaigne’s remarkable essay On pedantism, written in 1572-74 and rendered in English in 1603: 

Verily for the most parte [scholars] seeme to be distracted even from 
common sense. Note but the plaine husbandmen, or the unwily 
shoomaker, and you see them simply and naturally plod on their course; 
whereas these letter-pust pedants, because they would faine raise 
themselves aloft, and with their litterall doctrine which floteth up and downe 
the superficies of their braine, arme themselves beyond other men, they 
uncessantly intricate and entangle themselves... Whereto serveth learning, 
if understanding be not joyned to it?... Examples teach us both in this 
martiall policie, and in all such like, that the studie of sciences doth more 
weaken and effeminate mens mindes, then corroborate and adapt them to 
warre... I finde Rome to have beene most valiant, when it was least 
learned.176 

A key conduit for the transmission of the skeptical tradition to early modern England was Sir Francis Bacon, 

who believed contemporary institutions of learning had drifted so far away from a level-headed empiricism 

that they now promoted “universal madness.”177 Major figures in the Whig canon, such as Locke, 

Bolingbroke, and above all Trenchard and Gordon’s “Cato,” would show signs of profound indebtedness to 

the skepticism of Montaigne, Charron, and Bacon.178 

  

c. An oppressive and one-sided intellectual climate in Stuart England 

The two factors sketched above were relatively remote enabling factors. To become operationalized as a 

concrete political program, such background conditions had to interact with proximate historical reality. The 

 
175 Cf. Tuck, Philosophy and Government, pp. 45-63, 82-87, 101-3. 

176 Michel de Montaigne, Essayes, ed. John Florio (London: 1603), pp. 63-66. 

177 S.V. Weeks, “Francis Bacon’s Doctrine of Idols: A Diagnosis of ‘Universal Madness,’” British Society for 
the History of Science, Vol. 52, No. 1 (2019), pp. 1-39. 

178 Cf. Tuck, Philosophy and Government, p. xv; Bolingbroke, “Essays concerning the nature, extent, and 
reality of human knowledge,” in Bolingbroke, The Works of the Late Right Honourable Henry St. John, ed. 
Oliver Goldsmith, Vol. 5 (London: 1809), pp. 119 ff; Trenchard & Gordon, Cato’s Letters, Nos. 77-79. See 
also Chapter 4, Section III.c, and Chapter 5, Section VII, of this dissertation. 
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final factor, far closer to the main events of this chapter, was therefore England’s intellectual climate in the 

first half of the seventeenth century. My account here will be a rehearsal of Christopher Hill’s work.179 Many 

decades have passed since the “storm over the gentry” subsided. The scholarly consensus today seems to 

be that Marxist historians such as R.H. Tawney and Hill were mistaken in identifying a (middle) class 

dimension to the English Civil War.180 Yet we do not need to adopt Hill’s attention to a rising “gentry” to 

accept the validity of his broader argument that the English Civil War can partly be read as a struggle to 

bust intellectual monopolies. That argument still stands as strong as ever. Hill identified three broad domains 

in which early seventeenth-century Englishmen perceived intellectual corruption: theology and the 

universities, law, and medicine. 

 Of these three, the theological establishment attracted by far the most protest. Ever since King 

Henry VIII’s breakaway from Rome (short-lived interruptions excepted), England had had an Erastian 

Church government. In practice, this meant that the highest ecclesiastical offices – most importantly, the 

bishops – were appointed by the head of the Anglican Church, who was also the monarch. To become 

eligible for such ecclesiastical offices, one had to graduate in theology at Oxford or Cambridge, at the time 

England’s only two universities. It was for this reason that the university was considered a seminarium 

ecclesiae ac reipublicae – a school for Church and commonwealth.181 Oxford and Cambridge themselves, 

meanwhile, had ceased to be the autonomous corporations they had been during the Middle Ages. They 

had become doubly dependent on the Crown. The heads of the “colleges” (which now outweighed the more 

autonomous “halls”) were appointed by the King, and the entire university system was paid for by a special 

tax (the “impropriated tithe”) which tended to be collected by the Crown.182 All of this meant that the monarch 

 
179 See esp. Christopher Hill, Intellectual Origins of the English Revolution (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1965); 
Hill, Continuity and Change, Chs. 5-7. 

180 See R.H. Tawney, “The Rise of the Gentry, 1558-1640,” Economic History Review, Vol. 11, No. 1 (1941), 
pp. 1-38; Lawrence Stone, “The Anatomy of the Elizabethan Aristocracy,” Economic History Review, Vol. 
18, No. 1 (1948), pp. 1-53; H.R. Trevor-Roper, “The Elizabethan Aristocracy: An Anatomy Anatomized,” 
Economic History Review, Vol. 3, No. 3 (1948), pp. 279-98. The consensus view today is based on J.H. 
Hexter, “Storm over the Gentry,” Encounter, Vol. 10, No. 5 (1953), pp. 22-34. 

181 Willem Frijhoff, “Patterns,” in Hilde de Ridder-Symoens (ed.), A History of the University in Europe, Vol. 
II: Universities in Early Modern Europe, 1500-1800 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. 408. 

182 Hill, Continuity and Change, pp. 130-32. 
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had enormous financial and ideological control over the two primary avenues of education in seventeenth-

century England: the pulpit and the university classroom. James I, the first Stuart king, understood the 

significance of this fact. Shortly after his accession to the throne in 1603, he convened a conference at his 

Hampton Court palace to hear a range of liturgical and ecclesiological grievances. The more radical 

grievances came from reformers who wanted to reduce the Crown’s influence on spiritual life. Yet James 

made it clear to these radical petitioners that he would brook no questioning of his control over the bishops. 

He repeatedly yelled “No bishop, no king!” – a phrase that would be endlessly repeated by Whig authors as 

a kind of confession that royal power survived only by the opinion-forming power of his clergy.183 When 

James conceded to the reformers that he would divert the “impropriated tithe” back directly to the Church, 

his bishops warned him that the universities would suffer direly without it, and he reneged on his promise.184 

No universities, no king, either. 

 If the Crown could be said to be sovereign in theology and university learning, the same was the 

case for the legal and medical professions. Legal fees had increased steadily in the early seventeenth 

century. Lawyers had become richer than ever before. Complaints about the inequity of the law multiplied. 

The only way to become a member of the legal caste was through the Inns of Court, which were even “more 

socially exclusive than Oxford and Cambridge.”185 Moreover, the Crown dominated Stuart England’s most 

powerful legal bodies – the Privy Council and King’s Bench. In 1616, a legal dispute between James and 

his judges was quickly settled when the King raised his voice and the judges fell to their knees 

acknowledging their error, except Sir Edward Coke, who was dismissed shortly afterwards.186 During the 

ship-money case of James’s successor Charles I, the monarch’s ability to force legal issues became even 

clearer (see below, Section III). The medical profession was in a very similar situation. Within London, 

anyone aspiring wishing to practice medicine had to be licensed by the Royal College of Physicians. Outside 

of London, one needed to be licensed by Oxford or Cambridge or – more outlandishly – by the local bishop. 
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Church courts and the College of Physicians actively persecuted unlicensed practitioners.187 Medicine was 

the prerogative of a cartel and it was a highly lucrative business, no less than theology and law. The King 

stood at the apex of all three. In this way, the King, the Church, the universities, the legal cadres, and the 

physicians were all implicated in the same structure of property and ideology. 

 Salvation, legal redress, and health. These were the three most basic needs of a seventeenth-

century Englishman, and all three required specialized knowledge. At a more fundamental level, then, these 

three branches of knowledge (i.e., theology, law, and medicine) were linked by being leveraged for political 

obedience. That leverage depended on overcomplicating the simplest matters, and on artificially raising the 

barriers for entry into the profession. As a consequence, all three disciplines seemed more interested in the 

preservation of layers of intellectual sediment than in advancing knowledge and the public interest. The 

labyrinthine logic of university scholasticism; the accretion of precedent in the common law, requiring semi-

mystical expertise to navigate; Galenism. These three orthodoxies increasingly seemed only to preserve 

the status quo, and all three became the object of virulent criticism when censorship broke down during the 

Civil War. 

  

III. Varieties of Parliamentarian anti-intellectualism 

The conditions sketched above constituted a lens through which royal over-extension might be viewed. The 

memory of papal imposture and the annotations of the Geneva Bible; the skeptical revolt against scholarly 

self-conceitedness and tradition; and the monopolistic function of England’s knowledge-producing 

institutions – all these factors provided Englishmen with an idiom in which they could press for reform. That 

idiom revolved around the shortcomings and dangers of “learning.” It was increasingly recognized that 

“learning” could be pursued dishonestly, for mercenary reasons; that the “learned” were not without their 

own distinctive interests, in opposition to the common good; and that arbitrary government would be 

severely weakened if “learning” could be reformed in more popular directions. Yet the mental association 

between tyranny and learning took a long time to consolidate in Stuart England. It was gradually constructed, 
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between 1603 and 1660, during which we can discern three distinct phases. The first phase (1603-1625) 

began when tensions arose between Parliament and a monarch posturing as an intellectual. 

 Shortly before James I acceded to the English throne, during his prior reign in Scotland as James 

VI, he had published two treatises advancing a Bodinian theory of royal supremacy, the Trew Law of a Free 

Monarchy (1598) and the Basilikon Doron (1599). When James was crowned king of England in 1603, one 

of his first actions was to organize the Hampton Court Conference (1604), where he pursued two goals. The 

first was to canonize his own views of royal supremacy by asserting his commitment to a state church and 

to a subordinate university system. James’s second goal, according to the historian Mark Kishlansky, was 

to “display his learning and demonstrate his rhetorical skills,” seeking to consolidate his reputation as 

scholar-king.188 Yet the opinions James sought to advance encountered no fair trial of minds. James used 

his monopolies on discourse (see II.c) to suppress any critique of his views. He was unable, however, to 

prevent the circulation of clandestine attacks. James’s own chaplain, Thomas Scott, managed to publish a 

tract highly critical of James’s policies, Vox Populi (1620). In this pamphlet, James’s cultivation of warm ties 

with the Spanish King was dismissed as a dangerous gambit. In a thinly veiled reference, the pamphlet also 

referred to Spain’s Philip III – James’s new friend – as “the k[ing] of schollers,” strategically collecting books 

to use against his enemies.189 Another pamphlet, Tom Tell Troath (1622), lampooned James’s intellectual 

pretensions only slightly less obliquely. It warned King James that his intellect was so profound as to be 

“diametrically opposite to poore mans understanding,” leading, regrettably, to seditious talk.190 The printer 

of Scott’s Vox Populi was arrested, and Scott had to flee to the Netherlands where he was eventually 

assassinated.191 “Tom Tell-Truth” escaped a similar fate only through anonymity. 

 During James’s reign, the Crown’s self-aggrandizement was still relatively limited and subtle. James 

clashed with his Parliaments over specific issues. First, there was Parliament’s failure to arrange the formal 
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union of England and Scotland; secondly, royal finances, which James sought to augment and Parliament 

to reform; and thirdly, James’s hated rapprochement with Spain.192 When tensions ran too high, the King 

dissolved Parliament. But the first Stuart king never attempted to circumvent Parliament altogether. 

Correspondingly, we see no systemic or direct assaults on James’s arrogation of intellectual authority during 

this first phase – only occasional, subtle jibes. English political decorum demanded it, and the stakes were 

still perceived as too low. That situation shifted during the reign of James’s son Charles.  

Charles tried to rule without any Parliament for eleven years (the “Personal Rule”), he imprisoned 

MPs without bringing legal charges, he revived and abused ancient royal prerogatives such as the “ship-

money,” replaced judges who disagreed with his interpretation of the prerogative, and even falsified legal 

documents to get his way.193 Perhaps most alarmingly to contemporaries, however, was Charles’s 

infatuation with new religious ideas emanating from the universities of Oxford and Cambridge. During the 

first two decades of the seventeenth century, several university theologians began to promote an “Arminian” 

soteriology, a formal and ritualistic liturgy, and a heavy emphasis on Church hierarchy. Charles came to 

believe that his royal dignity stood or fell with this new “High Church” emphasis on beauty, orderliness, and 

hierarchy. He soon found in William Laud the perfect advocate for his new religious policy. Laud was 

catapulted to the position of Bishop of London in 1628 and Archbishop of Canterbury in 1633.194 

“Laudianism,” as the Caroline version of Arminianism came to be called in modern scholarship, sprang 

directly from the university climate imposed by King James. In turn, Archbishop Laud proceeded to tighten 

his control of the universities by mandating his “High Church” version of Anglicanism as orthodoxy. From 

1635 onwards, Laud also cracked down on unlicensed medical practice.195 The Laudian suppression of 

heterodox ideas would intensify during Charles’s reign as Parliamentary resistance mounted.196  
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This was a perfectly vicious cycle, because the fiercest resistance was targeted at the Laudian-

Caroline innovations themselves. Indeed, most scholars agree that anti-Laudianism was the only issue 

holding the Parliamentarian coalition together, at least until Laud’s imprisonment and the start of the war in 

1641-2, after which it gradually disintegrated. In the scholarship, Laud is mostly taken to stand for a religious 

trend, so that the English Civil War becomes, in the words of one historian, “a religious event.”197 Yet a 

recurring theme of this dissertation is the application of Richard Hofstadter’s insight that critique of 

intellectual elites had to be expressed as religious protest in early modern Europe. I therefore want to 

suggest that parallel to the Parliamentarian outcry over Laudianism as religious innovation ran the outcry 

over Laudianism as intellectual monopoly. The English critique of “learning” became much shriller during 

Charles’s reign than had been the case under James.198 Anti-intellectualism was one of the few issues on 

which the Parliamentarian factions could agree, even after Laud’s imprisonment and the start of the war. 

The second phase in the formulation of Parliamentarian anti-intellectualism (1625-1642) thus 

coincided with the political, ecclesiastical, and intellectual co-rule of Charles Stuart and William Laud. In his 

Observations divine and morall (1625), the Puritan leader John Robinson (best known as the organizer of 

the Mayflower expedition) protested the mercenary state of English learning. Robinson noted that the 

intellectual establishment had brought itself in such disrepute in recent times that it was now considered 

“halfe Poperie so much as to seek counsell, and direction at men of Learning, and knowledg.” The Pilgrim 

Father was clear about the root cause of the general distrust: “this suspition hath been, and is, too much 

occasioned, by the abuse of Learning to covetousnesse, and ambition in the Learned.”199 Before his 

conversion to Laudian royalism in the mid-1630s, the renowned theologian Humphrey Sydenham could be 

heard preaching a very similar message in his sermon The Athenian babler (1627). The topic of Sydenham’s 

sermon was Paul’s confrontation with the philosophical sects in Athens, as described in Acts 17. Sydenham 
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took aim at the “prodigies of Learning” and “industrious babling” of the Athenian schools. Echoing the 

Geneva annotation on Acts 6 (see above, Section II.a), Sydenham contended that “all violent oppositions 

of Christian truths had their first conception in the wombe of Philosophy.” At the end of the sermon, the 

contemporary lesson was driven home. The modern-day analogues of the Athenian “bablers” were the 

“Pelagians and the Arminians,” and it was “Lucre” that had “occasioned so many Bablers in our Church, 

those that will say any thing for the inhauncement of their profit, the improuing of their Stipend; Brey at 

Vniversities, for a morsell of bread...”200 

The methods of critique employed by Robinson and Sydenham were relatively safe. Robinson wrote 

his work from exile, like Thomas Scott had done under James I, while Sydenham had his views wrapped in 

a dense, allusive sermon.201 The cases of Henry Burton and William Prynne illustrated the dangers of 

confronting England’s intellectual elites too directly. Henry Burton was an influential theologian who had 

served as a royal clerk since the reign of King James I. Possibly for personal reasons, Burton began to 

denounce William Laud and his right-hand man Richard Neile as soon as Charles was crowned. His attacks 

culminated in the incendiary tract For God and the King (1636), apparently a summary of two sermons 

Burton had delivered in the church of St. Matthew Friday Street. In the tract, Burton complained that Arminian 

“Idolatry and Superstition” were now openly “pleaded for in pulpits and in printed books” and “in sundry 

Colledges in the Universities (the seminaries and seed plotts of learning and Religion),” a situation which 

tended “to corrupt the whole land.”202 Later in the tract, Burton identified King James’s Basilikon Doron as 

the “snare” by which the “Learned Doctors” of the Laudian clergy had sought to capture the English nation.203  

A year after Burton’s tract appeared, the garrulous lawyer, MP and Puritan William Prynne published 

A breviate of the prelates intollerable usurpations (1637), in which a similar position was taken. The core of 

Prynne’s argument was that the history of prelacy in England could be written as the decline of academic 
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merit. In contemporary England, a small number of indolent prelates had accumulated almost all the 

important ecclesiastical offices in the realm. Prynne concluded that this practice of “pluralities,” as it was 

called, was disastrous “for the further increase of learning,” in three senses. Firstly, the current system of 

preferment was severely unmeritocratic. In apostolic times, those most austere “though most glorious... in 

true piety, learning, virtue, worth, and diligent preaching” had advanced to become bishop or “presbyter” – 

a cumbersome office sought only by the most zealous Christians.204 Ever since the forged Donation of 

Constantine, however, ecclesiastical preferment had become highly lucrative and highly nepotistic, so that 

“they that were worst, both in learning and living” could now rise to the top.205 Secondly, the system of 

pluralities meant that the same clergyman could now be in charge of a bishopric and university 

simultaneously, while the talents of the rest of England languished.206 Thirdly, the Laudians had stifled 

dissenting scholars through their control over England’s opinion-forming apparatus: 

By what Law of the Land, have many Ministers and others beene 
prosecuted, sentenced, imprisoned, suspended, and put from their livings, 
onely for preaching, writing (...) against Arminians and Papists? And yet 
not so much as one Minister or Writer questioned, censured, fined, or 
imprisoned by them for writing and preaching in defence of Popery and 
Arminianisme (...), as Bishop [James Montague], Bishop [Matthew] Wren, 
Master [John Cosin], Master [Robert Shelford], Bishop [Francis] White, 
Doctor [Peter] Heylin, Doctor [John] Pocklington, in their Bookes, and 
Sermons, and many others in their Sermons, at Court at Pauls, in both 
Universities, and elsewhere have lately done?207 

The tracts of Burton and Prynne were considered too brazen to be left unpunished. By March 1637, both 

authors had been imprisoned. Together with John Bastwick, another Puritan controversialist, they were 

subsequently pilloried, fined, and publicly mutilated. As if to underscore the nature of his offense, Oxford 

University stripped Prynne of his B.A. degree, and Lincoln’s Inn disbarred him.208 
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 The deterrence proved ineffectual. By the early 1640s, the attack on intellectual abuse had migrated 

from the Puritan margins into the mainstream of Parliamentarian ideology. To make matters worse (from the 

Laudians’ viewpoint), the House of Commons had closed ranks, preventing the effective punishment of the 

culprits. Indeed, the House of Commons itself passed several declarations articulating its commitment to 

the reform of learning. In mid-1640, Parliament halted the persecution of unlicensed medical practitioners.209 

In December that year, the Commons instituted a committee to investigate abuses in the universities.210 On 

15 June 1641, in a highly symbolic act, the Commons declared that all proceeds from its campaign against 

Laudianism should go to the “Advancement of Learning and Piety.”211 On 16 November 1641, the Commons 

wished to refute the royalist “Imputation laid upon them, of Discouraging of Learning,” by proclaiming 

emphatically “that they will advance Learning.”212 The apology was repeated in the Grand Remonstrance, 

which was passed on 22 November 1641 and presented to King Charles nine days later. In the Grand 

Remonstrance, the Commons complained that royalist theologians “have maliciously charged us that we 

intend to destroy and discourage learning, whereas it is our chiefest care and desire to advance it.” More 

concretely, the Commons announced their intention “to reform and purge the fountains of learning, the two 

universities, that the streams flowing from thence may be clean and pure.”213 

Meanwhile, in the pamphlet war, the scope of the attack on intellectual abuse was broadened in two 

ways, both of which foreshadowed wartime developments. In the first place, some now began to argue that 

the corruption of learning was a problem beyond just the Laudian clergy. Henry Parker’s True grounds of 

ecclesiasticall regiment (1641) provides a powerful illustration of this trend. The point of the True grounds 

was to sketch a properly Erastian solution to the Laudian problem. Since Anglicanism had originally been 

intended as an Erastian Church settlement, this was really a kind of Machiavellian ridurre ai principii. In fact, 
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Parker argued, ecclesiastical usurpation was a permanent fact of history.214 “Can it bee thought safe for 

Princes and Lay-men,” Parker rhetorically asked, “wholly to abjure their owne understandings, and yeeld 

themselves Captives to the dictates of Divines only, when so many Millions of them for so many ages, 

notwithstanding all their exquisite learning and rare abilities, devote themselves to such sottish impostures, 

and grosse impieties, nay to some such infernall, diabolicall tenets?”215 Parker dismissed the argument that 

the clergy’s learning justified their independence from secular power. He retorted, in the first place, “That 

Ministers are not alwayes most learned,” and that if they are, “the most learned are not alwayes the most 

judicious.”216 Parker’s elaboration of the second point is most interesting: “In our Ancestors dayes when all 

learning was ingrossed by the Clergie (...) yet there were many grave and wise States-men that were as an 

allay to the insolent, and vaine excesses of the Clergie...”217 In short, the history of clerical dupery taught 

that learning did not guarantee sound moral judgment. Parker was summing up a broader ideological 

development when in the True grounds he concluded that “worldly advantage” and “faction” could corrupt 

even the most erudite.218 

 Secondly, the gallery of (brainy) rogues was slightly broadened, to include the figure of the lawyer 

in addition to that of the clergyman. In A discourse upon the questions in debate between the King and 

Parliament (1642), an anonymous pamphleteer claimed that the King had been encouraged by the learned 

flattery of divines and lawyers to sleight Parliament. Indeed, the author asked, “what other opinion could the 

King retaine, then what the Iudges delivered for Law, and the Divines for Gospel,” seeing as His Majesty 

was constantly surrounded by these professional opinionists?219 This was a profoundly radicalizing position, 
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because any exchange between King and Parliament would be futile as long as “there shall not want both 

Divines and Lawyers, that shall say the King and his private Councell are sole Iudges of that (...) necessitie 

of the kingdomes preservation.”220 At bottom, the problem was that under Charles’s reign, there had grown 

up a “Genius of the Court” diametrically opposed to the rest of the kingdom.221 In arguing this way, the 

anonymous author of A discourse broached the idea of a composite intellectual class totally alienated from 

the understandings and interests of ordinary Englishmen, producing a courtly “echo chamber.” 

 The critique of learning became more daring and more systematic between 1625 and 1642. Yet we 

still observe no attempts to theorize the collusion between King and intellectual elite. Anti-intellectualism in 

this period yielded no political theory in the full sense of the term. The underlying reason was that up until 

1642, the King himself was still insulated by the fiction of the “evil counsellors.” The same political decorum 

that had prevented overt attacks on King James I now shielded his son Charles. Indeed, as the historian 

John Morrill has shown, the absence of any charge of “tyranny” was one of the most deafening silences of 

Parliamentarian opposition down to the early 1640s.222 Before the war, the oppositional forces in the House 

of Commons were constrained to the lowest common denominator among them. That meant, on the one 

hand, virulent opposition to Laudian episcopacy and, on the other hand, the proposition that unscrupulous 

advisers (mostly ecclesiastical, but also secular) were dripping poison in Charles’s ear. Since England’s ills 

would be cured once these high-placed schemers were removed, no radical overhaul of England’s 

governmental, ecclesiastical and intellectual institutions was necessary. When battle was joined in 1642, 

and there was no more reason to honor the fiction of the “evil counsellor,” the glass ceiling of moderation 

was shattered, and the full spectrum of wartime radicalism emerged.223 
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The third and final phase in Parliamentarian anti-intellectualism lasted from the outbreak of the war, 

through the Interregnum, to the Restoration (1642-1660). During this period, the critique of “learning” was 

further elaborated in several directions. Firstly, as pre-war political taboos evaporated, the King’s complicity 

in intellectual abuse was increasingly scrutinized. The “poet laureate” and official historian of the 

Parliamentary cause, Thomas May, noted in his History of the Parliament of England (1647) that the 

universities “were of all places most apt to adhere to the Kings party, esteeming Parliaments (...) the greatest 

depressors of that Ecclesiasticall Dignity, in hope of which they are there nurtured.”224 In another evocative 

passage, May felt obliged to address the general perception that the MPs who had gone over to the King’s 

headquarters at Oxford were “of as able parts as any that continued” in Parliament’s defense, in London. 

May’s response deserves extensive quotation: 

There is a difference between Wisdom and good Parts, such as we count 
Eloquence, Wit, polite Learning, and the like: and that Wisdom which is 
least adorned with such dresses as these, is usually at such times most 
safe in it self, and freest from being corrupted; as that Beauty is, which is 
set off with the least witchery of Attire: for that Beauty which is curiously 
decked, as it is most subject to be tempted by others; so it is most apt to 
be proud of itself, and by consequence, to betray it self to such a temptation 
as is great enough. So it hath been often seen in this case (...) that those 
Gentlemen of fine parts, when other men of a plainer wisedom have had 
the honour in a constant way to do excellent service for the 
Commonwealth, have been won from their Countrey’s cause, as soon as 
Majestie hath at all vouchsafed to tempt them... Besides, there are many, 
whose Callings make them capable of easier and greater gratifications 
from the King then other men; as Lawyers and Divines; who will therefore 
be apt to lean that way where the preferment lies.225 

Four things are worth noting about this passage. Firstly, learning shorn of morality is here grafted onto the 

classical trope of luxurious and corrupting beauty. Secondly, “plainer wisedom” leads to a better moral 

compass than the niceties of erudition, as we also saw in the Montaigne translation of 1603 (and as we shall 

continue to see throughout the “republican” tradition). Thirdly, the King himself here plays a key role in the 
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corruption of learning. Fourthly, May explicitly follows the anonymous pamphleteer of 1642 in singling out 

both theologians and lawyers as the culprits. 

 This brings us to the second elaboration of Parliamentarian anti-intellectualism after 1642: the 

steady expansion of the gallery of brainy rogues. Parliament itself had expressed its concerns in broader 

terms than merely a concern over clerical imposture. On 12 August 1642, the Lords and Commons declared 

that both “discontented clergy” and “ill-affected persons of the nobility and gentry” had aimed to “make men’s 

minds poor and base,” in order to take away their liberties more easily.226 In a sense, therefore, the 

anonymous author of A discourse (1642) furnished an early elaboration of Parliament’s “official” line on the 

nature of England’s intellectual corruption.  By the later ‘40s, the lawyer and the theologian were routinely 

attacked in one breath. For example, in 1648, an anonymous pamphleteer warned his Parliamentary 

dedicatees against “two sorts of men, most likely to mislead you” in constitutional matters: “Ambitious 

Lawyers” and “Parasiticall Divinesse [sic].”227 Three years later, the medical reformer and Parliamentarian 

soldier Nicholas Culpeper summed up a new mood when he prophesied that across Europe, “Kings or 

Magistrates shall be opposed by the people, and so shall Clergy men and Lawyers.”228 The precocious 

ideological topos of 1642 had by this point become mainstream. Some pamphleteers now felt encouraged 

to focus the attack on the gentry’s lawyers instead. For example, the Welsh regicide John Jones devoted 

two entire tracts to the “mercenarie professors of Law,” whom he held co-responsible, together with the 

King, for “all the Civil Wars of England.”229 For another example, the Leveller John Warre attacked “the 

corrupt Interest of Lawyers in this Commonwealth” in the fourth chapter of his The corruption and deficiency 

of the lawes of England soberly discovered (1649).230 Interestingly, Warre contrasted the self-seeking 
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229 John Jones, Judges judged out of their own mouthes… (London: 1650), pp. 93-4. Cf. John Jones, Jurors 
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230 John Warre, The corruption and deficiency of the lawes of England soberly discovered… (London: 1649), 
pp. 15 ff. 



 

72 
   

interests of the lawyers with the benign and other-regarding interests of the physicians. Others attacked 

primarily the corruption and ossification of medical practice instead, such as Noah Biggs and Marchamont 

Nedham.231 Others again yoked the three learned professions together, in a neat threefold enumeration. In 

a 1648 entry in his famous Journal (1624-75), the founder of Quakerism, George Fox, claimed that God had 

shown him that “the physicians, the priests and the lawyers, ruled the world out of the wisdom, out of the 

faith and out of the equity and law of God.”232 Likewise, Nicholas Culpeper contended in the preface to his 

Physicall Directory (1649) that “the Liberty of our Common-Wealth (...) is most infringed by three sorts of 

men, Priests, Physitians, Lawyers... The one deceives men in matters belonging to their Souls, the other, in 

matters belonging to Bodies, the third in matters belonging to their Estates.”233 John Cook, the chief judge 

presiding over Charles I’s trial and execution, echoed this sentiment in the preface to his Monarchy no 

creature of Gods making (1651). Monarchy may have been abolished, Cook warned, but England still had 

to contend with “three sorts of Mountebancks, Iudges, Ministers, and Physicians, that have but one saddle 

for all horses.”234 The most influential Parliamentarian author that attacked all three learned professions at 

once, however, was James Harrington, to whom we shall return below (IV.c). 

 A third elaboration of the Parliamentarian critique of “learning” can be seen in the number and level 

of detail of the proposals for educational reform which glutted the English presses after 1642.235 The 

Commons’ declarations of 1640-41 undoubtedly played an important role of encouragement here. Another 

great source of inspiration was the German polymath and educational reformer Samuel Hartlib. Hartlib had 

settled in England in 1628, drew extensively on Francis Bacon’s skeptical empiricism, and eventually 

gathered an influential following among the Parliamentarians (the so-called “Hartlib Circle”). John Milton and 

his disciple John Hall both belonged to the Hartlib Circle, and both drew up detailed plans for university 

 
231 Noah Biggs, Mataeotechnia medicinae praxeōs: the vanity of the craft of physick… (London: 1651); 
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232 George Fox, The Journal of George Fox, ed. John L. Nickalls (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1952), p. 28. 
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reform in 1644 and 1649, respectively.236 John Dury (1650), William Dell (1653), John Webster (1654), and, 

indeed, James Harrington (1656) succeeded them.237 Some of these reform proposals were eventually 

debated in Parliament, once an official reform committee had been created in 1653.238 However, it proved 

difficult to formulate a feasible plan on the basis of these suggestions, for they were as diverse as the 

political and religious views across the Parliamentarian coalition. There was agreement on the putrefaction 

of university learning. Whether the educational system ought to be taken over by the secular power, whether 

a humanistic shift in the curriculum sufficed, or whether university education should be available to the lower 

classes – on issues such as these, there was as little agreement as on what should have replaced the 

monarchy. 

 Fourthly, on the radical end of the spectrum, we now encounter anti-intellectualism in the strongest 

sense of the term, meaning the comprehensive rejection of learning as at best a pointless distraction, at 

worst an oppressive deception. Given the conservatism of the universities, it is particularly striking to find 

some of the most extreme polemic against intellectualism in the writings of William Dell, Master of Gonville 

and Caius College, Cambridge. In some instances, Dell could be found belaboring the conventional point 

that learning was a double-edged sword, which might help or hinder the public good, depending on how it 

was used.239 Occasionally, however, Dell’s point was much more radical. “[N]othing in all the world,” Dell 

wrote, “hath been such an introducer, favourer, supporter, and inlarger of antichrist’s kingdom, as human 

reason, learning, and philosophy.”240 The influence of the 1560 Geneva Bible annotations on Dell’s thought 

is unmistakable: “Antichrist and his false teachers (...), they come in great pomp and glory, being beautified 

and dignified with degrees, names, and titles; being exalted to great honour, authority and power; being full 
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of fleshly wisdom, rhetorical eloquence, and philosophical learning.”241 The Scriptures contained all the 

“divine learning” anyone might need – anything else was dangerous “heathenish learning.”242 The Spirit 

illuminated; the intellect led astray. Dell concluded that “a poor, plain countryman, by the Spirit, which he 

hath received, is better able to judge of truth and error, touching the things of God, than the greatest 

philosopher, scholar, or doctor in the world, that is destitute of it.”243 This was not exactly identical to Thomas 

Jefferson’s famous remark about the ploughman and the professor.244 Jefferson’s remark included no 

reference to God. Yet given the centrality of religion to mid-seventeenth-century English moral life, William 

Dell provided as proximate an anticipation of Jeffersonian anti-intellectualism as could be reached in that 

context. 

 Perhaps unsurprisingly, the Levellers and the Diggers were most susceptible to a hardline anti-

intellectualism. One of the most striking features of William Walwyn’s Leveller pamphlet The compassionate 

Samaritane (1644) is that a mere two years into the war, it had already arrived at a blanket rejection of 

learning as irremediably royalist. In this text, Walwyn asked his reader to consider “whether the most 

learned, or unlearned men have been the troublers of the World,” and “whether the party who are now in 

armes to make us slaves [i.e., the royalist camp], consists not cheifly of such as have had esteeme for the 

most learned Arts men in the Kingdome.” Walwyn answered his own questions right away with a reference 

to the “learned Scribes, Priests, and Doctors” conspiring against Christ in the Gospels.245 However, 

uncompromising anti-intellectualism of this sort was not a central preoccupation of Walwyn’s; his tract was 

primarily a plea for toleration of the sects.246 For Gerrard Winstanley, the founder of the Digger movement, 

on the other hand, radical anti-intellectualism was a core preoccupation. Winstanley intended The new law 
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of righteousness (1649) as a programmatic statement of his principles. Central to Winstanley’s vision was 

the injunction to “labour the earth” of the commons, in humble, godly simplicity.247 The call was heeded, and 

the “Digger” movement was born. The flipside to Winstanley’s philosophy, however, was the rejection of 

pride and ambition – including, very prominently, the rejection of intellectual pride. Winstanley asked his 

reader “to cast off the shadow of Learning, and to reject covertous, subtile proud flesh that deceives all the 

world by their hearsay.”248 Echoing Dell, Winstanley contended  

that the poorest man, that sees his maker, and lives in the light, though he 
could never read a letter in the book, dares throw the glove to al the 
humane learning in the world... it is that great Dragon, that hath deceived 
all the world, for it draws men from knowing the Spirit, to own bare letters, 
words, and histories for spirit.249 

Elsewhere, Winstanley argued that universities were the “successours of the Scribes and Pharisees 

houses of learning,” and the tendency of the “persecuting Priest, or the Tyrant Professour” had always been 

to “slight, despise and trample [the poor] under feet, pressing upon the powers of the earth, to make laws 

to hold them under bondage.”250 Winstanley’s hostility to the learned professions was indeed so fundamental 

that it ended up turning him against his fellow anti-royalists. The House of Commons may have done away 

with King Charles in 1649, Winstanley argued, but it had utterly failed “to take away Kingly power.” “This 

Kingly power,” he explained, “was not in the hand of the King alone; but (...) corrupt Judges, and Lawyers 

especially, held it up likewise; for he was the head, and they, with the Tything-priests are the branches of 

that Tyrannical Kingly power.”251 The Commonwealth had tried but failed to make good on the promises of 

the House of Commons to diminish the power of the lawyers and the university divines. The Protectorate 

had not even attempted any structural reform; in fact, Cromwell openly declared his sympathy for the existing 

university system in September 1656.252 Therefore, Winstanley felt compelled to consider both regimes as 
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illegitimate as the Caroline monarchy. In Winstanley, we encounter a thinker for whom the dismantling of 

the prevailing structure of property and ideology (see II.c) – not the deposition of Charles and Laud – had 

been the real objective of the civil war all along. 

 Henry Stubbe was in many ways the culmination of the trends described above. It is not incorrect 

to consider Stubbe a pro-Parliament medical reformer, like Culpeper. One particularly acerbic attack on the 

Royal College of Physicians – the Lex talionis (1670) – was possibly from Stubbe’s hand. But Stubbe’s 

interests ranged more widely. In 1659, the final year before the Restoration, Stubbe published two separate 

tracts which can very fruitfully be read in conjunction with one another. In his Essay in defence of the good 

old cause, Stubbe intended to justify Parliament’s decision to continue to exclude the people by refusing to 

hold elections.253 One of the reasons why the survival of the Commonwealth required this state of 

emergency, Stubbe argued, was because the Arminian control over the universities had been replaced by 

an equally dangerous Presbyterian one.254 The Presbyterians, like the Arminians before them, 

have the Universities in their hands, from when they are Masters of all the 
education of the youth in the nation… they are thereby in a condition to 
weaken the Good people of this land; for if they send their sonnes and 
relations to the Vniversity, they are partly by advise (the Tutors being 
universally disaffected, or such as will not concern themselves on any side, 
looking upon all with indifferency) and partly by example either principled 
to overthrow the Good old cause, or rendred indifferent towards it.255  

In the same year, in the tract A light shining out of darknes, Stubbe suggested that the problem with the 

universities had not been a matter simply of maladministration. The issue was structural. In chapter thirty-

six, on the “novell” and “Antichristian” nature of modern university degrees, Stubbe quoted in capital letters 

the 1560 Geneva Bible warning against university “doctors, batchelors, and masters.”256 In chapters forty-

three to forty-six, Stubbe suggested that the university habit (in both the literal and figurative sense) was a 

hangover from the priestly class (the “Chemarim”) specifically invented by Jewish kings to “seduce the 
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people unto (…) Idolatry.”257 As we shall see below (IV.b), Stubbe’s emphasis on Jewish idolatry as the 

cradle of modern university learning, as well as his apologetic strategy for excluding the masses, rendered 

his thought sometimes nearly indistinguishable from that of John Milton. 

 For the purposes of this dissertation, the most interesting case of radical anti-intellectualism in 

Parliamentarian rhetoric is William Sprigge’s remarkable treatise A modest plea for an equal common-wealth 

(1659). The historian Colin Davis was surely correct when he pegged Sprigge as a “Harringtonian.”258 Every 

feature that is standardly associated with Harrington’s political thought can also be found in A modest plea: 

the balance in land, rotation of office, the “agrarian,” republican exclusivism, the example of the Roman 

Republic.259 What A modest plea also contains is a searing invective against England’s intellectual 

establishment. In the preamble, Sprigge essentially repeated Winstanley’s argument that to behead the 

King was “but the taking down the upper story, or uncovering the roof of Government.” The full demolition 

of “a Monarchick State” required the subversion of hereditary aristocracy, the university, and the legal 

profession, since all three were “grand interest Antagonists to a Free-state or Commonwealth.”260 In a 

separate work, Sprigge attacked medicine on similar grounds.261  

 To be sure, Sprigge felt compelled to insert an apology in A modest plea disavowing any hostility to 

learning on his part. In fact, Sprigge pitched his treatise as an attempt to restore learning to its proper place 

in society.262 However, if that were true, then learning would have to be “restored” to a condition unknown 

in English history, because Sprigge’s account of the problem was radical and unforgiving.263 In the first 
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place, Sprigge echoed Dell when he denied that God favored learning. Christ had “rejected the wisedom of 

man, and made not use of the learned Scribes or Doctors of the Law, but simple and illitterate Fishermen.”264 

Just as God’s Kingdom needed no “outward pomp and splendor,” so it could do without “the Wisdom and 

Learning of men.”265 Secondly, Sprigge argued that the very structure of institutional learning had become 

infused with monarchism. The universities were “little living Idols, or Monuments of Monarchy,” since the 

heads of college wielded the same kind of power within their own realm, favored the same kind of flattery, 

entertained the same kinds of favorites, and managed the same kind of court as kings did.266 The legal 

profession was no better. It had become the study of the distinctions and privileges invented by kings. As 

feudal titles had multiplied, so had lawyers.267 Thirdly, Sprigge’s “restoration” of learning consistently meant 

radical reduction in practice. Theological opinions, distinctions, academic specializations and laws had 

perniciously multiplied and required a winnowing.268 So had the number of students, “spoiling many a good 

Plough-man to make a poor Scholar.”269 A modest plea, in short, had more in common with the extremism 

of Dell and Winstanley than with the relative moderation of, say, Henry Parker. In this respect, A modest 

plea was also deeply Harringtonian, as we shall see below (IV.c). Sprigge picked up on the anti-intellectual 

implications of Harrington’s arguments, explicating and developing them in his own treatise. A modest plea 

can be read as the magnification of a submerged and underappreciated aspect of Harrington’s political 

thought. 

 Before we delve into the ideas of Harrington and of the other “Whig” paragons from this period, I 

wish to provide two asterisks to the picture sketched above. In the first place, I should reiterate that I define 

anti-intellectualism in a relatively broad way, as principled ambivalence, at minimum, about the political 
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effects of intellectual activity. When I argue, in this chapter, that anti-intellectualism held a central place in 

Parliamentarian rhetoric, I do not mean that every Parliamentarian despised the intellect. I mean that 

Parliamentarians tended to see learning either as a double-edged sword, or as something worse, and that 

this attitude is striking given the pre-modern precedents they knew and respected. 

 Secondly, my point is not that anti-intellectualism defined in this way was exclusively 

Parliamentarian. Famous royalists such as Thomas Hobbes and Robert Filmer certainly believed that the 

rebelliousness of their opponents was caused by overexposure to Greek and Roman literature.270 In a 

similar vein, the royalist poet Abraham Cowley mounted the (essentially Burkean) argument that disgruntled 

intellectuals had fomented revolution.271 Likewise, the anonymous author of The censure of the Rota (1660) 

declared, sarcastically, that all of Milton’s “politiques” were “derived from the works of Declamers, with which 

sort of Writers, the Ancient Common-wealths had the fortune to abound.”272 However, I do want to suggest 

that this view never became as mainstream on the royalist side as it did on the Parliamentarian. Hobbes 

and Filmer were eccentric figures within the royalist camp.273 The epic poem in which Cowley developed his 

distinctive account of the civil war (The Civill Warre) remained half-published until the 1970s and earned 

Cowley little reward from the restored monarchy after 1660. The mainstream royalist view was rather the 

recognition of Parliamentarian anti-intellectualism. For example, one horrified royalist divine recorded 1641 

as the year in which the “fanatick” violence against any given Laudian bishop was in exact proportion to his 

learning.274 Mainstream, too, was Peter du Moulin’s Cry for the Blood of the King (1652), in which the Stuart 

apologist Salmasius “has no equal, or even a second, in the world of letters and sciences,” while Milton’s 
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vulgar ignorance was the product of universities “purged of learning” after the regicide.275 As poet laureate 

of Restoration England, John Dryden – not Cowley – was in a position to express the authoritative royalist 

view of opposition to the (early and late) Stuarts. And it was Dryden who sang, in his epic Absalom and 

Achitophel (1681), that “Colleges on bounteous Kings depend / And never Rebel was to Arts a friend.”276 

 

IV. The big Whig three: Nedham, Milton, and “J.H.” 

Even if the above account is accepted, it still does not follow that Parliamentarian anti-intellectualism was 

also transcribed into the Whig tradition. Judging by the library catalogues and references of eighteenth-

century American Whigs such as John Adams and Thomas Jefferson, it looks as if the Restoration was quite 

successful at expunging most of Parliamentarian thought from the historical record.277 When John Toland, 

Thomas Hollis, Richard Baron, and others went about their canon-forming mission, they revived and 

disseminated anti-royalist texts very selectively. Therefore, it is theoretically possible that Parliamentarian 

anti-intellectualism made no impact on American political thought beyond the mediated influence of later 

English authors who survived the events of the English Civil War and who were incorporated in the canon.278 

This would have been a real possibility, if not for Marchamont Nedham, John Milton, John Hall and James 

Harrington. The writings of all four were enshrined in the Whig canon during the eighteenth century. In 

Revolutionary America, new editions of their works were widely read and immediately recognized as 

canonical statements of “republican” principles. And contained in these editions of Nedham, Milton, Hall and 

Harrington were equally canonical statements of Parliamentarian anti-intellectualism. 
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a. Marchamont Nedham 

It is perhaps surprising that Marchamont Nedham (or “Needham”) would end up in the Whig canon, given 

his utter political unfaithfulness. Nedham launched his career as a political journalist in 1643, in his early 

twenties, when he began editing the Parliamentarian Mercurius Britanicus. His tone was immediately radical 

– too radical even for Parliament. When Nedham began puncturing the “evil counsellor” fiction by attacking 

Charles directly, Parliament shut down the Britanicus and jailed its editor. This move alienated Nedham from 

his Parliamentary employers. He struck up a lasting association with the Levellers, who by now had become 

severe critics of Parliament’s increasing authoritarianism. Nedham co-wrote several important Leveller 

tracts, and traces of Leveller influence would continue to run through Nedham’s own writings. Next, Nedham 

offered his propagandistic services to the King, launching Mercurius Pragmaticus in 1647. He switched to 

Parliament’s side again in 1649. John Milton became the supervisor and deputy editor of Nedham’s most 

successful and influential newsbook, the Mercurius Politicus, which ran from 1650 until the Restoration in 

1660. The Politicus was so popular and well-executed that it was granted a monopoly on news publication 

from 1655 to 1659. During this period, Nedham became (together with Milton) effectively propagandist-in-

chief for the Protectorate, having abandoned a sequence of Parliaments for Cromwell’s one-man rule. Yet 

Nedham eventually took aim at the Protectorate as well. Nedham’s stand-alone treatise The Excellencie of 

a Free-State (1656) would strategically recycle a series of Politicus editorials from 1651-52, redeploying 

them as anti-Cromwellian material. After the Restoration, Nedham preoccupied himself with medicine (and 

medical reform). In 1677 he entered the political fray once more – this time, predictably, on the King’s side.279 

Nedham was an unrepentant “serial turncoat,” a political pen-for-hire. His satire was so sharp, and his writing 

so powerful and well-informed, that no government between 1643 and 1660 felt like it could risk foregoing 

his employment.280 

 In the same way, Nedham’s Parliamentarian writings were felt to be too forceful to be disused by 

his eighteenth-century Whiggish readers. Thomas Hollis, the wealthy book collector and “True Whig” norm 
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entrepreneur, took a keen interest. Hollis and Richard Baron collected the editorials of Mercurius Politicus 

and together they republished The Excellencie of a Free-State in 1767 as an integral part of the “Library of 

Liberty.” It was largely thanks to Hollis and Baron that John Adams would insist that the foundations of good 

government could be gleaned from Nedham’s works; that a copy of The Excellencie made its way to Thomas 

Jefferson’s estate at Monticello; that Josiah Quincy Jr. (Adams’s lawyer) took up “Marchamont Nedham” as 

a pseudonym in a series of articles published in Adams’s own Boston Gazette; that the celebrated Whig 

historian William Harris was able to republish several issues of Mercurius Politicus in 1761; and that 

Nedham’s writings could inform John Cartwright‘s radical Whig treatise The Legislative Rights of the 

Commonalty Vindicated (1777).281 Granted, John Adams was also deeply troubled by certain aspects of 

Nedham’s ideas (and dubious biography), and we do not exactly know how closely Nedham was read in 

the eighteenth-century Anglo-American world.282 Yet if Nedham was read at all, whenever he was read, he 

transmitted textbook Parliamentarian worries about the effects of intellectual abuse. 

 One of the most distinctive features of Nedham’s thought was the early adoption of a Machiavellian 

view of political involvement as the pursuit of “interest.”283 In the heady climate of the early 1650s (and given 

Nedham’s close collaboration with Levellers such as William Walwyn), it was to be expected that Nedham 

would view England’s intellectual elite as pursuing its own sinister agenda. This aspect of Nedham’s writing 

goes as far back as his first foray into political journalism. In the Mercurius Britanicus editorial of 23 

September 1644, Nedham revealed his goal as “the uncheating, the undeluding, the undeceiving, the 

unmasquing, the uncovering, the un-Oxfording, the un-Bishoping (…) of the Kingdom.”284 The reference to 

Oxford was intentionally ambiguous: it was the town where the King was headquartered, but also the 

intellectual cradle of royalist theology.285 Nedham continued this preoccupation in the Mercurius Politicus. 

 
281 Worden, “Introduction,” pp. lvii ff. 

282 Cf. John Adams, A defence of the constitutions of government of the United States of America, Vols. 2 & 
3 (London: 1787-88). For a skeptical view of Nedham’s influence, see Worden, “Introduction,” pp. lxxxiii ff. 

283 Pocock, Machiavellian Moment, pp. 379-384; Worden, Literature and Politics, pp. 17-25. In this respect, 
Nedham was a perfect exponent of the developments described above (Section II.c). 

284 [Marchamont Nedham], Mercurius Britanicus, Issue 51, p. 399. Italics in original. 

285 The royalists fueled the ambiguity when in 1645 they launched their own Oxford-based newsbook titled 
Mercurius Academicus. Cf. [Nedham], Britanicus, Issue 116, p. 1019: the “Implicite-mongers” of the 
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By the time Nedham launched the Politicus, Oxford had been retaken, and Nedham’s arrows had to be 

redirected to the Presbyterian opponents of the Commonwealth. Nedham especially attacked the 

Presbyterians for their persuasive powers, repeatedly likening them to the Jesuits and to the Scribes and 

Pharisees of the New Testament.286 As the Parliamentarian critique of “learning” intensified, in the early 

1650s, the language of Mercurius Politicus grew more direct. On 26 June 1651, Nedham complained that 

England “was wedded to the vanity of admiring Kings (…) like Gods,” because it was captivated by the 

fantasies of high-flying jurists and theologians.287 Three months later, Nedham wrote that “education and 

custome” were the chief reasons why subjects everywhere were “so enamored of their Chains.”288 

 Nedham elaborated on these points the following year, in precisely the essays that would be 

republished in the eighteenth century. The Mercurius Politicus issue of 26 February 1652 read that it had 

always been the custom of “standing Powers (…) to perswade men, partly by strong pretence of Argument, 

and partly by force, that they may doe what they list.” “This doctrine of Tyranny,” he continued, “hath taken 

the deeper root in mens minds, because the greater part, was ever inclined to adore the golden Idol of 

Tyranny in every form, by reason of its outward splendor…”289 Clarifying his earlier remarks about “education 

and custome,” Nedham argued on 4 March 1652 that Englishmen had been “bred up and instructed in the 

brutish Principles of Monarchy.”290 The anti-intellectual consequences of Nedham’s logic were explained in 

the Politicus editorials of The Excellencie of a Free-State (republished in 1767). In one of these editorials, 

Nedham submitted that it was an “Errour in Policy” to keep the people “ignorant of those ways and means 

 
universities have become the “Vessals” of Mercurius Academicus, providing royalist pamphleteers with their 
“Logick.” 

286 Cf. [Marchamont Nedham], Mercurius Politicus (henceforth MP), Issues 13, 15, 54, 55, pp. 193, 225, 
863-5, 879-82. 

287 MP, Issue 56, pp. 885-86: “Nor was it Law only, but those antiquated Cheats of the Clergy too made it 
pass for good Divinity…” We know that Thomas Hollis possessed (and liked) this editorial, because he 
transcribed an extract from it in a copy of Richard Baron’s new edition of Milton’s Eikonoklastes (1756). The 
quotation shows that like his contemporaries, Nedham was not only concerned about “priestcraft” but about 
the learned professions in general. 

288 MP, Issue 69, pp. 1093-94. 

289 MP, Issue 91, p. 1442. Emphasis added. Worden, Literature and Politics, pp. 184-87, notes the similarity 
to the language of John Milton, with whom Nedham had struck up a “creative partnership.” Cf. John Milton, 
The readie and easie way… (London: 1660), pp. 10-11. 

290 MP, Issue 92, p. 1445. 
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that are essentially necessary for the preservation of their Liberty,” leaving them helpless against “the 

Adulterous Wiles and Rapes of projecting Sophisters.”291 To avoid this error, Nedham suggested that 

“[c]hildren should be educated in the Principles of Freedom.” For 

if care be not taken to temper the Youth of a Commonwealth, with 
Principles and Humours suitable to that Form, no sure settlement, or 
peace, can ever be expected: for Schools, Academies, with all other Seed-
plots, and Seminaries of Youth, will otherwise be but so many Nurseries of 
Rebellion, publike Enemies, and unnatural Monsters that will tear the 
bowels of their Mother-Countrey… as long as Youngsters are nuzled up in 
the old Ways and Rudiments, by the old ill-affected Pedagogues, there will 
ever be a hankering after the Old Government, which must ever be in a fair 
probability of return, when new Generations shall be catechized into old 
Tenets and Affections, contrary to the Establishment of a Free-State.292 

By republishing these words in 1656, Nedham had effectively followed Winstanley in criticizing Cromwell for 

his obsequiousness towards the old university system.293 

 Other aspects of Parliamentarian anti-intellectualism also made their way, through Nedham, into 

the eighteenth century. Perhaps the most influential chapter of The Excellencie, at least in the eighteenth 

century, was derived from a Politicus editorial on “Reason of State.” In this editorial, Nedham followed 

standard Parliamentarian procedure by pairing the theologian and the lawyer as tyrannical henchmen: “If a 

difficult Knot come to be untied [sic], which neither the Divine by Scripture, nor Lawyer by Case or precedent 

can untie, then Reason of State (…), which Idiots know not, dissolves it.”294 Nedham interpreted “reason of 

state” as the mystification of political power. It was this shared strategy of epistemic unaccountability “that 

makes the Pope and the Cardinals stick so close one to another, and binds them and the Monarchs of 

Christendom in one common Interest.”295  According to Nedham, the essence of reason of state was 

 
291 Marchamont Nedham, The Excellencie of a Free-State, ed. Blair Worden (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 
2011), pp. 82-83. Cf. Nedham, Excellencie, p. 79: “The Interest of absolute Monarchy (…) hath often bin 
disguised by Sophisters in Policy.” 

292 Ibid., p. 93. 

293 Cf. Oliver Cromwell, The Writings and Speeches of Oliver Cromwell, ed. W.C. Abbott, Vol. 4 (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 47), p. 273: Cromwell’s new Church superintendents “have a great esteem 
of learning… God hath for the ministry a very great seed in the youth in the Universities” (speech of 17 
September 1656). Cromwell’s traitorous collusion with the “corrupt lawyers and clergy” would be classically 
described in pseudo-Ludlow’s Memoirs (1698-99), as we shall below, Chapter 3, Section V.b. 

294 Nedham, Excellencie, p. 106. 

295 Ibid., p. 108. 



 

85 
   

“strange Pocus,” or esoteric jargon, while its inverse was “a simple reliance upon God” and “plain 

language.”296 Nedham concluded on the basis of these definitions that King James I was “so great an 

Admirer of Reason, that he adopted it for its own Darling, by the name of King-craft: and his Motto, No 

Bishop, no King, shewed, that he prefer’d Reason of State, before the Interest of Religion.”297 Nedham’s 

epistemic account of “reason of state” would find a warm reception in eighteenth-century Whig circles. The 

British radical John Cartwright cited Nedham’s essay in his hugely influential Legislative Rights of the 

Commonalty Vindicated (1777).298 The eighteenth-century Whig historian William Harris was equally 

enthusiastic about Nedham’s work. Harris heaped extensive praise on Nedham’s essay on “reason of state.” 

In a controversial biography of King James I (1756), Harris would criticize James’s pedantism and 

intellectual pretensions as fatal flaws. Harris’s blunt version of the argument of Tom Tell-Troath and Thomas 

Scott was encouraged by the negative view of James conveyed by Nedham and others.299  By that time, 

the eighteenth-century rediscovery of the Parliamentarian critique of learning had come full circle. 

 In this way, Nedham played a role in the transmission of Parliamentarian anti-intellectualism, albeit 

a limited role. Perhaps the importance of Nedham in the Whig canon has been overstated in the past few 

decades, as Blair Worden has argued. Yet whenever Whiggish reformers did choose to read Nedham as a 

source for their views on political liberty, they encountered a figure who was deeply implicated in the 

Parliamentarian campaign against intellectual abuse. 

 

b. John Milton 

John Milton’s centrality to the Whig canon is indisputable, unlike Nedham’s. Most of Milton’s political writings 

were edited and republished by John Toland in 1698. The title of Toland’s “complete collection” of Milton’s 

works was no idle boast. The breadth and accuracy of Toland’s edition of Milton was stunning. Toland 

 
296 Ibid., p. 106. 

297 Ibid., pp. 108-9. 

298 John Cartwright, The legislative rights of the commonalty vindicated (London: 1777), pp. 70-71, 75. 

299 See William Harris, An historical and critical account of the life and writings of James the First, king of 
Britain (London: 1753), pp. 31, 41, 83. Cf. above, Section III. 
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ensured the survival of Milton’s prolusions, his antiprelatical tracts, his divorce tracts, his mature prose as 

Commonwealth and Protectorate propagandist, and most of the poems. Individual Miltonic works went 

through several new editions during the eighteenth century, but none was as important in consolidating 

Milton’s place within the Whig tradition as Toland’s. Thomas Hollis and Richard Baron followed Toland’s suit 

in 1753 by publishing another edition of Milton’s collected works. Hollis’s veneration of Milton was so 

complete that he named one of his farmsteads after Milton and professed his own unworthiness ever to 

spend the night there.300 Milton worship was a trend that caught on in the American colonies. The 

revolutionary preacher Jonathan Mayhew openly professed his indebtedness to Milton.301 In John Adams’s 

lists of the main instructors in the principles of political liberty, Milton’s name was consistently mentioned.302 

Jefferson drew extensively on Milton’s antiprelatical tracts in formulating his own ecclesiological positions.303 

Both Adams and Jefferson were captivated, in diverging ways, by Milton’s epic poetry, as well.304 Hence, 

John Milton’s works played a crucially important role in the revival of Parliamentarian preoccupations in the 

eighteenth-century Anglo-American world. 

 One of these Parliamentarian preoccupations which eighteenth-century republicans could find 

reflected in Milton’s works was the partial rejection of “learning.” Potentially, this was true even of Milton’s 

Seventh Prolusion (1632?), the practice speech in defense of “learning” which a young Milton composed 

while a student at the University of Cambridge.305 Milton’s encomium to learning was immediately qualified 

by severe censure of the artificial complexity of law and theology.306  Moreover, upon reading the Seventh 

Prolusion, those readers who were troubled by the new Laudian regime in Church and university would 

 
300 John S. Tanner & Justin Collings, “How Adams and Jefferson read Milton and Milton read them,” Milton 
Quarterly, Vol. 40, No. 3 (2006), p. 209. 

301 Bailyn, Ideological Origins, p. 45. 

302 Ibid. 

303 George F. Sensabaugh, “Jefferson’s use of Milton in the ecclesiastical controversies of 1776,” American 
Literature, Vol. 26, No. 4 (1955), pp. 552-59. 

304 Tanner & Collings, “How Adams and Jefferson read Milton,” pp. 207-19. 

305 John Milton, The Works of John Milton… (London: 1753), Vol. 2, pp. 607 ff. 

306 John Milton, Complete Prose Works (henceforth CPW), ed. Don M. Wolfe, Vol. 1 (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1953), p. 301. 
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immediately be struck by Milton’s suggestion that Alexander the Great and Augustus Caesar owed their 

seemingly “divine right” rule to their enthusiasm for philosophy.307 A few paragraphs later, Milton even 

suggested that the Saracens had been great students of liberal culture.308 Given Christian Europe’s 

sensibilities at the time, this was more likely to be interpreted as a comment on the moral ambivalence of 

learning than as a vindication of the Saracens. A Whiggish reading of the Seventh Prolusion, as a veiled 

critique of the despotic potential of erudition, might not even have been incorrect. Our earliest indication of 

Milton’s anti-royalism is found in his “Maske presented at Ludlow Castle” (1634), probably written a mere 

two years after the Seventh Prolusion.309 

 If Milton had intended a subversive message in the Seventh Prolusion, it was even more thoroughly 

concealed than those of Thomas Scott and Henry Sydenham. By the early 1640s, as the Parliamentarian 

critique of learning escalated, Milton’s tone shifted along. Indeed, if Milton’s Whiggish eighteenth-century 

reader turned to his antiprelatical tracts (1641-42), he or she could find a highly critical treatment of 

“learning,” which nevertheless still shielded King Charles I through the “evil counsellor” fiction.310 As we have 

seen, the latter was Parliamentarian orthodoxy at the time, and could also be found in Henry Parker and 

William Prynne.311 The severity of Milton’s critique of learning, however, already had far more in common 

with late-Interregnum radicals like Dell, Winstanley and Stubbe than with Parker.312 In this sense, too, 

Milton’s antiprelatical tracts can be considered “avant-garde.”313  

 In Of Reformation (1641), Milton contended that “that which is most necessary to be known is most 

easie.” The Scriptures were “sober, plain, and unaffected” enough to be grasped “not only [by] the wise, and 

 
307 CPW, Vol. 1, p. 297. 

308 CPW, Vol. 1, p. 299. 

309 Michael Wilding, “Milton’s ‘A masque presented at Ludlow Castle, 1634’: theatre and politics on the 
border,” Milton Quarterly, Vol. 21, No. 4 (1987), pp. 35-51. On the other hand, an early entry in Milton’s 
Commonplace-book contained the seemingly sincere observation that “the noble K[ing] Alfred [was] a great 
lover of learning” (CPW, Vol. 1, p. 378). 

310 Milton, Works (1753), pp. 1-141. 

311 See above, Section III. 

312 Cf. Christopher Hill, Milton and the English Revolution (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1979), Ch. 8. 

313 “Avant-garde”: Worden, Literature and Politics, p. 163. 
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learned, but the simple, the poor, the babes.” Hence, the intricate commentaries of the Church Fathers were 

not only unnecessary, but an intellectual power-play.314 Contemporary prelates had deployed a similar 

strategy, Milton argued, but for more devious political ends. “These devout Prelates… have not ceas’t in 

their Pulpits wrinching, and spraining the [Scriptural] text, to set at nought and trample under foot all the 

most sacred, and life blood Lawes, Statutes, and Acts of Parliament… What is this, but to blow a trumpet, 

and proclaime a fire-crosse to a hereditary, and perpetuall civill warre.”315 They had been aided in their 

designs by the Jesuits (those “corrupters of youth, and good learning”), and by King James I (whom the 

bishops had fooled into adopting the motto “No Bishop, no King”).316 In Animadversions (1641), Milton 

proceeded to liken England’s bishops to “the gowned Rabbies, the incomparable, and invincible Doctors” 

who despised Christ and “the common people” in equal measure.317 Like the Pharisees, England’s prelates 

had “poyson’d and choak’d” the classroom with their sordid views.318 Milton’s rhetoric here is worth quoting 

in full, partly because of its proximity to Thomas May’s radical language of 1647: 

And what would it avail us to have a hireling Clergy though never so 
learned? For such can have neither true wisdom nor grace, and then in 
vain do men trust in learning, where these be wanting… And in matters of 
Religion, there is not any thing more intollerable, then a learned foole, or a 
learned Hypocrite… a plaine unlearned man that lives well by that light 
which he has, is better, and wiser, and edifies others more towards a godly 
and happy life then he: The other is still using his sophisticated arts and 
bending all his studies how to make his insatiate avarice, & ambition seem 
pious, and orthodoxall by painting his lewd and deceitfull principles with a 
smooth, and glossy varnish in a doctrinall way to bring about his wickedest 
purposes.319 

The only element separating this language from May’s was the absence of any suggestion of royal 

complicity. Indeed, Of Reformation was presented as the unmasking of a prelatical conspiracy against the 

King. By 1642 and the war’s outbreak, however, Milton’s position on royal complicity again shifted along 

with that of his Parliamentarian allies. 

 
314 CPW, Vol. 1, pp. 563 ff. 
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 In the “Conclusion” to The reason of church-government urg’d against prelaty (1642), Milton began 

gesturing at the King’s active complicity in prelatical conspiracy. The purpose of the prelates’ “proud 

reasonings of the flesh” was to seduce their audience into “a servile and blind superstition.” The people, 

mistaking their true priorities, would forsake the spirit of simple Christianity, and the prelates could “hold 

such dominion over [their] captive minds, as returning with an insatiate greedinesse and force upon [their] 

worldly wealth and power wherewith to deck and magnifie her self.” Once this idolatrous mood had returned 

to England, all legal liberties and possessions would soon be lost to a secular tyrant: “as they have done to 

your souls, they will sell your bodies, your wives, your children, your liberties, your Parlaments (…) at an 

out-cry in their Pulpits to the arbitrary and illegall dispose of any one that may hereafter be call’d a King, 

whose mind shall serve him to listen to their bargain.” Milton even went so far as to suggest that tyranny 

needed no other instrument to establish itself successfully: “if it should happen that a tyrant (…) should 

come to grasp the Scepter, here were his speare men and his lances, here were his firelocks ready, he 

should need no other pretorian band nor pensionry then these…”320 Yet if that were true, Milton had a 

problem on his hands. For the prelates were but few, and no English subject had a mind to lose hard-fought 

liberties. Milton’s solution was to point to the indoctrinating influence of the universities. The gentry were 

England’s great moral bulwark, but their scions had been ruined at Oxford and Cambridge: 

[The gentry’s] honest and ingenuous natures comming to the Universities 
to store themselves with good and solid learning, and there unfortunately 
fed with nothing else, but the scragged and thorny lectures of monkish and 
miserable sophistry, were sent home again with such a scholastical burre 
in their throats, as hath stopt and hinderd all true and generous philosophy 
from entring, crackt their voices for ever with metaphysical gargarisms, and 
hath made them admire a sort of formal outside men prelatically 
addicted…321 

The formalistic and mercenary learning of the universities (“proud reasonings of the flesh”) had made 

idolaters of godly Englishmen. 

 From Milton’s antiprelatical tracts emerged a philosophical leitmotif, and a coherent theory about 

the nature of “bad” learning. This hinged on the central Miltonic concept of idolatry. To Milton, idolatry meant 

 
320 CPW, Vol. 1, pp. 850-52. 

321 CPW, Vol. 1, p. 854. Emphasis added. 
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the sense “that sacredness might inhere or be invested in particular persons, places, institutions, 

ceremonies, or objects.”322 It meant worshipping gaudy but hollow objects; focusing on form and surface at 

the expense of divine (but invisible) substance; and proudly preferring human artifice to heavenly things. Its 

metaphorical condition was a state of blindness or sleep, with the connotation of stooping myopia or 

somnambulance.323 Milton applied the full range of these associations to intellectual activity. The Anglican 

intellectual establishment relished in unnatural complexity. Students were expected to learn by rote rather 

than by understanding. The result was a plethora of empty gestures and sounds. Ceremonies, academic 

titles, and heads of college had indeed been “invested” with a certain “sacredness.” A slavish submission to 

form(ality), Milton thought, had turned Oxford and Cambridge into antirepublican institutions. Milton 

reproached the legal profession in similar terms.324 For Milton, learning, whether legal or theological, should 

serve an emancipatory purpose, as piety’s handmaid. Canonical texts should be studied for the “solid things 

in them” – most of all, the divine truths they might contain – not merely for “the words and lexicons.”325 

England’s institutions of learning, on the other hand, had become enamored with human contrivance 

itself.326 They turned the soul of student and instructor away from heavenly matters, back down towards the 

flesh.327 For Milton, there was nothing politically innocent about the idolatrous reifications of law and 

 
322 Barbara Lewalski, “Milton and idolatry,” Studies in English Literature, Vol. 43, No. 1 (2003), p. 214. 

323 Most famously in the figure of the seduced Samson, which Milton used in The reason of church-
government, Areopagitica, and Samson agonistes. 

324 Cf. Doctrine and discipline of divorce (1643): “the Lawyer [says] that which ought not have been don, 
once don availes. I answer, this is but a crochet of law, but that brought against it, is plain Scripture” (CPW, 
Vol. 2, p. 265); Tenure of kings and magistrates (1649): “Gibrish Lawes… that old entanglement of Iniquity” 
(CPW, Vol. 3, p. 193); First defence of the people of England (1651): if only the Commonwealth “had 
abolished more laws – and more legal tricksters too – then it would have done more for Christianity, and for 
the people” (CPW, Vol. 4, p. 319). 

325 CPW, Vol. 2, p. 369. 

326 According to Milton, the bishops’ unnatural case for their own pre-eminence was based on the “knotty 
Africanisms, the pamper’d metafors; the intricate, and involv’d sentences of the [Church] Fathers; besides 
the fantastick, and declamatory flashes; the crosse-jingling periods which cannot but disturb, and come 
thwart a setl’d devotion worse then the din of bells, and rattles” (CPW, Vol. 1, p. 568). In this way, Milton 
posits a formal correspondence between the contrivance of episcopacy and that of the patristic sources on 
which it rested. 

327 CPW, Vol. 2, pp 610-11: “Let us not be so overcredulous, unlesse God hath blinded us, as to trust our 
deer Soules into the hands of men that beg so devoutly for the pride, and gluttony of their owne backs, and 
bellies [note the contrast between the soul and the emphasized body parts]… they beseech us that we 
would think ‘em fit to be our Justices of peace, our Lords, our highest officers of State, though they come 
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theology: they prepared the student’s mind for the political sins of prelacy and tyranny. In this signature 

fashion, Milton interwove politics and soteriology in his distinctive account of England’s intellectual 

corruption. 

 Milton’s eighteenth-century reader would see Milton’s distrust of England’s learned establishment 

continued throughout the rest of his writings – although never as philosophically coherently as in the 

antiprelatical tracts. Upon reading Milton’s Of education (1644), for example, he or she would be informed 

that the “Scholastick grosnesse” of the universities was so off-putting that most students were either carried 

off to “the promising and pleasing thoughts of litigious terms, fat contentions, and flowing fees,” or worse, to 

“flattery, and court shifts and tyrannous aphorismes.”328 In the Areopagitica (1644), Milton’s Whiggish reader 

would discover, in the literary scholar Irene Samuel’s words, “not that all reading is good, but that any reading 

can be good or evil depending on the reader’s use of it.”329 In the conclusion of The readie and easie way 

(1660), he or she would be told that the survival of republican government depended on educational reform. 

Additionally, he or she would learn that the Commonwealth had already made efforts in that direction, which 

“Monarchs will never permitt: whose aim is to make the people (…) softest, basest, vitiousest, servilest, 

easiest to be kept under; and not only in fleece, but in minde also sheepishest.”330  

 What our eighteenth-century student of Milton could also find, in the great poems Paradise Lost 

(1667) and Paradise Regained (1671), was a poetic account of intellectual abuse.331 Satan and his cronies 

busied themselves with “vain wisdom, and false philosophy.”332 Satan’s seduction of Adam and Eve, near 

the end of Paradise Lost, centered precisely on the temptations of knowledge.333 In Paradise Regained, 

 
furnish’t with no more experience then they learnt between the Cook, and the manciple, or more profoundly 
at the Colledge audit…” 

328 Milton, Works (1753), Vol. 1, pp. 142-49. Hollis considered Of education Milton’s “master tract” (see 
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Satan’s final seduction of Christ, as the latter wandered the desert, was the temptation of classical learning. 

Christ rebuffed him in words that could have been uttered by William Dell: “He who receives / Light from 

above (…) / No other doctrine needs, though granted true / But these are false, or little else but dreams / 

Conjectures, fancies, built on nothing firm.”334 As Milton scholars have been quick to point out since the 

1940s, the purpose of these startling expressions could never have been to discredit learning wholesale.335 

Milton was too much of a scholar himself. Rather, Milton’s point in the poems was that the growth of the arts 

and sciences really did represent a kind of fall from innocence. With knowledge came power, for good and 

for ill. The acquisition of learning had confronted humankind with an urgent ethical dilemma. As the 

propagandist-in-chief of the Commonwealth and the Protectorate, Milton had developed inchoate worries 

about learning into an epistemic theology of Christian “plainness” and “solidity” versus Satanic pride, 

unnatural contrivance, and idolatry. This, too, was part of the legacy he ended up bestowing on the Whig 

tradition. 

  

 

c. John Hall & James Harrington (“J.H.”) 

James Harrington may be the only Parliamentarian author whose importance to the Whig canon rivals that 

of Milton.336 There is no overstating the influence of his works among Anglo-American radicals of the 

eighteenth century. Unsurprisingly, he has been a protagonist in a range of seminal histories of Anglophone 

republicanism.337 Indeed, Harrington is so prominent in modern scholarship that it has become difficult to 

remember that in the eighteenth century, he had to share the literary spotlight with Milton’s precocious friend 
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and disciple John Hall. In a strange twist of history, John Hall’s Grounds and reasons of monarchy (1650) 

ended up in John Toland’s landmark 1700 edition of most of Harrington’s political writings. One explanation 

is that Toland at first misattributed the Grounds to Harrington because of the author’s initials (“J.H.”), and 

after discovering his mistake decided to include it anyway, accompanied with a warning about Hall’s 

authorship.338 Still, anyone who read the 1700 edition of Harrington’s political works also stumbled upon 

Hall’s Grounds.339 Hall’s text is notable for its accidental inclusion in the Whig canon. 

  The Grounds and reasons of monarchy was a violently antimonarchical text. Hall’s main purpose 

in the Grounds was to discredit the Stuart dynasty. His strategy was two-pronged. Firstly, Hall provided a 

deliberately unedifying chronicle of Scotland’s royalty in the second part of the text, ending, predictably, with 

an acerbic account of the tyranny of England’s Stuart rulers. Hall specifically lambasted James for “spinning 

and weaving fine Theorys, and engaging in School Chiquaneries,” while at the same time emphasizing 

James’s intellectual mediocrity.340 However, that was not Hall’s most radical contribution. Far more striking 

was the preface and first part of the Grounds, in which monarchy’s entire ideological apparatus came in for 

attack (the second prong). The puzzle addressed here was essentially the same that exercised Étienne de 

la Boeotie before him and Jean-Jacques Rousseau after him: freedom and equality seem self-evidently 

desirable, and yet despotism appears to become more entrenched even as human knowledge 

progresses.341 “That which astonished me most,” Hall confessed, “was to see those of this Heroick and 

Learn’d Age, not only not rising to Thoughts of Liberty, but instead thereof foolishly turning their Wits and 

Swords against themselves in the maintenance of them whose Slaves they are.”342 The spell of monarchy 

 
338 J.G.A. Pocock, “Editorial introduction,” in PW, p. xii. 

339 Most eighteenth-century readers consulted the 1700 edition, but not all of them. Thomas Jefferson’s 
library catalogue informs us that he possessed both the Toland edition and the original 1656 edition, and we 
do not know which one he used and when. 

340 John Hall, “The grounds and reasons of monarchy…,” in James Harrington, The Oceana of James 
Harrington and his other works…, ed. John Toland (London: 1700), p. 30. 

341 Hall, “Grounds,” p. 1. Cf. Étienne de la Boeotie, The Politics of Obedience: The Discourse of Voluntary 
Servitude, eds. Harry Kurz & Murray N. Rothbard (New York: Free Life Editions, 1975); Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, The Social Contract and Other Later Political Writings, ed. Victor Gourevitch (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997), pp. 41-48. 

342 Hall, “Grounds,” p. 3. 
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had to be broken; it was time “to take the scales off the eyes of the Understanding.”343 Hall began to address 

his puzzle by sorting humanity according to intellectual capacity. It was perfectly understandable that the 

“generality of mankind” was addicted to monarchy, given its silly adherence to custom. Others “perhaps a 

degree above these” may have some notion of desert but were still dazzled by fancy titles or dynastic 

prestige. Others might realize the disadvantages of monarchy but were simply too afraid to push for 

change.344 Others again were driven by ambition and greed to acquiesce in kings “foisting in the Divinity of 

their Titles into Pulpits” or “stroaking the People with some feeble but enforced Law.”345  

 Hall was most interested, however, in “how the more searching part have [sic] so odly miscarry’d” 

in supporting monarchy.346 His first pass at an answer was to suggest that intellectuals suffered from serious 

personality defects. As for “men meerly contemplative… wrangling is with them an Art, and they are endued 

with that ungenerous shame never to acknowledge.”347 Hall’s second and more serious answer consisted 

of a long catalogue, and systematic refutation, of the “considerable Errors” (the “grounds” and “reasons”) of 

monarchical propaganda.348 Hall addressed a range of monarchical stratagems: subtle logical slips, specific 

misunderstandings of the nature of “divine right,” distortions of Scripture, biased readings of the historical 

record, the absurd logic of the medieval reductio ad unum – to go through each would demand too much 

space.349 Two important points stand out, however. Firstly, Hall was deliberately vague about whether the 

“insupportable fallacies” of monarchy had been mere errors or deliberate corruptions. Monarchist scholars 

had erred either “cunningly or ignorantly,” as Hall put it.350 Secondly, Hall followed Milton in trying to provide 

a real account of the royalist corruption of learning. But whereas Milton had focused on the form and medium 

of corrupted learning (such that memorization by rote was a preparative for royalism), Hall was the first to 

 
343 Ibid., p. 2. 

344 Ibid., pp. 3-4. 

345 Ibid., p. 4. 

346 Ibid. 

347 Ibid. 

348 Ibid., p. 5. Once these “grounds and reasons” fell, Hall predicted, the “Superstructures” (p. 4) of monarchy 
would crumble. Hall’s word-choice may be another reason why Toland misattributed his work to Harrington. 

349 Ibid., pp. 5-15. 

350 Ibid., p. 5. 
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try to provide a comprehensive account of the substance of corrupted learning. It was this project – the 

attempt to move beyond the Parliamentarian assertion of intellectual abuse by sketching its content – which 

tied together the writings of John Hall and James Harrington. 

 The most well-known feature of James Harrington’s The commonwealth of Oceana (1656) is the 

claim that the “agrarian balance” in any given state determines its political “superstructure.” In the case of 

England, Harrington thought, a gross disproportion had emerged between the balance of landed property, 

which now favored the commons, and a governmental superstructure still dominated by the feudal (“Gothic”) 

alliance of Crown and Church.351 Since a mismatch between balance and superstructure had arisen, a 

violent realignment of the superstructure was necessary. Harrington’s utopian vision for England, Oceana, 

was meant to provide a state model in which the superstructure remained tethered to the agrarian balance. 

Oceana adopted two broad measures to secure the alignment: an “equal agrarian,” meaning a fixed 

distribution of landed property among the citizenry, and regular rotation of public office.352 Oceana’s had to 

be a popular government, due to the vagaries of economic history, and fortunately so, according to 

Harrington. Since the commons had a preponderance of property, they ruled, and since their “interest” 

encompassed the greatest number of citizens, the “interest of mankind” was best pursued in a popular 

commonwealth.353 This claim had a theological component, since God necessarily favored whatever 

furthered the “interest of mankind.” As proof for his assertion, Harrington therefore pointed to the example 

of the Hebrew Republic. The Hebrew Republic was the only state in history which had received explicit 

tokens of divine favor, and it was governed democratically. Consequently, Ancient Israel enjoyed a special 

status as a model and precedent for Oceana.354 Unlike Israel, however, which eventually degenerated into 

the worst kind of monarchy (cf. 1 Samuel 8 ff.), Oceana’s popular government would be “immortal” once the 

agrarian law and regular rotation had been woven into the constitutional fabric. 

 
351 PW, pp. 163-64, 196-98, 438, 537. 

352 Ibid., pp. 180-81. 

353 Ibid., pp. 171-72. 

354 Ibid., pp. 174-78, 208-9. 
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 At this point, Harrington was forced to confront the question of why and how the auspicious 

precedent of Israel had gone so awry. Whereas Harrington could attribute England’s civic troubles to a shift 

in the balance of property, the same explanatory device did not work for Israel, since Israel’s land distribution 

(cf. Joshua 13:8 ff.) had survived even the Babylonian Captivity.355 Harrington instead attributed Israel’s 

demise to the failure of the other mechanism for republican stability: the rotation of office. For Harrington, 

the litmus test of a healthy republic was the respect that existed between commons and senate. In the 

Jewish commonwealth, however, the senate or “Sanhedrim” had gradually become an overbearing, 

stagnant body. While England was for Harrington the paradigmatic case of civic breakdown due to a shift in 

the balance of land, Israel was the paradigmatic case of civic breakdown due to the stagnation of 

magistracies.356 The latter is much less familiar in the scholarship than Harrington’s familiar land/power 

analysis of England and Rome. 

 The case of Israel raised the troubling possibility that an incumbent magistrate might perpetuate its 

rule and destroy the regime regardless of the agrarian balance. For England to avoid the same fate, 

Harrington needed first to formulate an account of how the Sanhedrim had managed to break Israel’s 

popular government. The most thorough version of this account appeared in two later works, the Prerogative 

of popular government (1658) and the Art of lawgiving (1659). In ancient republics such as Israel, Harrington 

explained, priestly and civil offices were one and the same. The priesthood in the post-Exilic Hebrew 

Republic – as in the contemporary Greek and Roman city-states – was therefore simply a political office like 

any other. The Sanhedrim was a senate and a council of priest-elders simultaneously. Scripture demanded 

that they were selected through the same democratic process whereby civil magistrates were elected: the 

“show of hands” (chirotonia in Ancient Greek). According to the Mosaic Law, election was an open, 

transparent process, so that the people could enforce sufficient rotation.357 

 On Harrington’s view, the turning-point came when a cabal of ambitious priest-elders began to 

promote an alternative hierarchy, based not on popular election but on special insight into Scripture. These 

 
355 Cf. Pocock, “Historical introduction,” in PW, p. 93. 

356 Rome had the good fortune of being a paradigmatic case of both. 

357 PW, pp. 516-28. 
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“Talmudists” began to insist on the primacy of the “oral law,” meaning their own interpretative authority, over 

the literal text of the Mosaic Law. Harrington traced their lineage to the sect of the cabala or “cabalists” (from 

which the English word “cabal” derives), down to the rabbis and Pharisees.358 Once the professors of the 

oral law had gained a monopoly on the interpretation of Scripture, they were able to persuade the public 

that their authority as priest-elders ought never have been by public decree at all. By twisting and forging 

Scripture unchecked, they could insist that their election was a matter of ordination: an esoteric matter of 

“laying on of hands” (chirothesia in Greek), not by the citizenry at large but by other priest-elders. The 

distinction between “spiritual” and “lay” had been born. The assembly (ekklesia in Greek) gradually lost its 

original meaning as public meeting and came to denote an exclusive body of clerics (“ecclesiastics”).359 

Israel had become an oligarchy through fraud. When the rabbis and Pharisees selected one priest-elder to 

reign over them as High-Priest, Israel’s devolution into a monarchy was complete.360 For Harrington, the 

entire difference between a popular republic and the evils of oligarchy and monarchy could rest on the 

substitution of a few letters in Greek. 

 “Priestcraft,” as Harrington called the ossification of a senate into a powerful spiritual caste, thus 

rested on intellectual imposture.361 To prevent similar philological sleights of hand from corrupting his 

 
358 Ibid., pp. 530-33, 644-49. 

359 Ibid., p. 538. 

360 Ibid., pp. 534-36. By informing his reader that this last step occurred “some three hundred years” before 
the birth of Christ (p. 534), Harrington was able to close the loop theologically. Christ, who stood for truth 
and openness, had been persecuted by the Jewish representations of contrivance and esotericism. The 
same fate awaited seventeenth-century England under presbyterian or papal rule, Harrington concluded, 
since those were merely the Christian versions of rabbinical oligarchy and high priesthood, respectively (pp. 
536-37). 

361 It is therefore slightly misleading to suggest, as Mark Goldie does (“Priestcraft and the birth of Whiggery,” 
p. 214), that the attack on “priestcraft” was simply a matter of “ecclesiology.” By conceiving of priestcraft in 
this way, we miss the secular aspect of anti-intellectualism in Harrington’s (orthodoxly Parliamentarian) 
account. In Pian piano (1656), where Harrington first mentions the term, “priestcraft” is consistently 
associated with the philological impostures concerning ordination (PW, pp. 372, 384). Harrington’s first 
elaboration of the ordination controversy, the Prerogative of popular government, is mockingly dedicated to 
“the university wits” (p. 390). The preface to the Prerogative ends with a reference to the deceptively ignorant 
philosopher Harpocrates from Trajano Boccalini’s Relations from Parnassus (p. 393; cf. above, Section II.b). 
In Oceana, as I argue directly below, Harrington’s solution to priestcraft centers on the political exclusion of 
the learned professions. In the same Oceana passage, Harrington also explicates the close relationship 
between clerical and academic independence from state power (pp. 307-8). As I will show in Chapters 3-5, 
this secular, anti-intellectual dimension to “priestcraft” remained central to Harrington’s Whig successors.  
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Oceanic England, Harrington boldly rethought the relationship between the universities and the state. 

Harrington prefaced his solution by disavowing, very much like William Sprigge, any hostility to learning. 

Every successful popular state, except for Sparta, had cultivated the intellect, because “the perfection of a 

commonwealth is not to be attained unto without (…) learning, nor learning without schools of good 

literature; and these are such as we call universities.”362 When Harrington proceeded to define the political 

advantages of learning, however, he revealed his radical agenda. The true purpose of universities, 

according to Harrington, was to supply a correct historical and philological understanding of Scripture.363 

Learning, in other words, was commendable only to the extent that it served to prevent the doctrine of 

chirothesia and all other (willful) mistranslations of canonical texts. To remove any incentive for scholarly 

fraud, Harrington laid down that Oceana’s universities were to serve the state in a subordinate and purely 

advisory capacity. Harrington likened the role of university theologians, and of the clergy more generally, to 

that of an obedient wife. The state’s duty was akin to that of a virtuous husband: to control the clergy and 

not be controlled instead, “to see that they do not play the shrews.”364 Finally, to complete the defanging of 

learning, Harrington excluded theologians, lawyers and physicians from public office in Oceana. Harrington 

used a clever pretext for his exclusion: theological, legal and medical studies were so demanding that their 

practitioners surely had no time to prepare themselves for public affairs.365 Any (near) contemporary who 

was familiar with the rhetoric of Parliamentarians such as John Cook, Nicholas Culpeper, George Fox, and, 

indeed, William Sprigge, would have known that Harrington’s justification was mere tactfulness. As 

Harrington eloquently put it in the same chapter of Oceana, “the interest of the learned” always stood in 

tension with the public interest. The task facing any republic was to prevent the former from overpowering 

the latter.366 

 

 
362 PW, pp. 305-6. 

363 Ibid., p. 306. 

364 Ibid., PW, p. 309. 

365 Ibid. 

366 Ibid., p. 308. One could read this as merely a more radical version of Henry Parker’s position in the True 
grounds (cf. above, Section III). 
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V. Conclusion 

Not every Parliamentarian text found its way into the Whig canon. Few “real Whigs” of the late-seventeenth 

and eighteenth centuries could consult George Thomason’s impressive collection of pamphlets, sermons 

and treatises in the way that modern scholars can. Yet even the most cursory, haphazard reading of the 

surviving Parliamentarian record instilled vigilance against the encroachments of intellectuals. We know, or 

assume, that Marchamont Nedham, John Milton, John Hall and James Harrington were widely read by later 

Whigs. A persistent theme across their writings was a principled ambivalence towards the intellect. But really 

any number of exceptions to the general oblivion to which Parliamentarian thought was consigned would 

do. For example, we know that Thomas Hollis chanced upon, and heavily annotated, John Cook’s Monarchy 

no creature of God’s making, which contained a strong warning against the three learned professions, as 

we have seen above. We also know that Thomas Jefferson had access to, and drew on, a variety of Leveller 

writings, which may have included the virulently anti-intellectual expressions presented above. Since library 

catalogues provide a rather incomplete picture of reading practices, the list of eighteenth-century “extants” 

may be further expanded. To the extent that Parliamentarian texts were devoured (and properly digested) 

at all in radical Anglo-American circles, they nourished a distrust of learning unlike virtually anything found 

in pre-modern political thought. 
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Chapter 3: Whig Anti-Intellectualism during the Long Exclusion Crisis (1680-1714) 

 

 

[E]ven the People that follow the Plough know that a Tyrant or Usurper is some 
base Outlandish thing, that cannot stand in an English Proclamation… and 
therefore they must needs know at first sight, that a King whose Authority is 

Antecedent to the Law (…) is an invented and studied King… I cannot but scorn 
the Improvement of such Studies. 

Rev. Samuel Johnson (1694) 

 

I. Introduction 

At the end of the previous chapter, I offered a reconsideration of James Harrington’s popularization of the 

term “priestcraft,” in the 1650s. I suggested that Harrington’s denunciations of “priestcraft” had to be 

understood, not simply in the context of ecclesiological or theological debate, but also in the context of a 

broad Parliamentarian backlash against England’s intellectual establishment. My entire treatment of the 

Parliamentarian opposition in Chapter 2 followed the same pattern. I emphasized how a range of 

Parliamentarian tropes and arguments amounted to an anti-intellectual discourse which partly overlapped 

with, but remained conceptually distinct from, a narrowly “religious” or “spiritual” one. We have seen the 

yoking together of the three learned professions (theology, law, and medicine) as similarly corrupt; we have 

seen the blanket critiques of “learning;” the valorization of “plainness” and “common sense” against 

“mystery” or “subtlety;” the assault on the universities specifically (as opposed to bishoprics or pulpits); the 

complaints about the partiality of the printing presses; and the denunciations of mercenary quills, of 

whatever vocation. My point was not that the Parliamentarian critique of learning was “secular.” Indeed, my 

emphasis on the influence of the radical Reformation and on the writings of Reverend William Dell and 

Gerrard Winstanley would refute any such claim. The point was rather that the Parliamentarian critique of 

learning was informed by theological and secular sources, that it was capable of being adapted to a wide 

range of confessional and secular idioms, and that it aimed for objectives both ecclesiological and secular. 



 

101 
   

 In the present chapter, we will pursue this same theme throughout the period I have called the “Long 

Exclusion Crisis,” beginning with the opening of the first Exclusion Parliament, in 1680, and ending with the 

Hanoverian succession, in 1714. The argument will follow the same two-tracked approach that 

characterized the previous chapter. On the one hand, I will be concerned to demonstrate that anti-

intellectualism was a prominent feature of Whig political thought in 1680-1714. On the other hand, I wish to 

demonstrate that the oppositional anti-intellectualism of those years also made its way into the “Whig 

canon.” In tracing the anti-intellectualism of Whig thought during this period, the argument re-emphasized 

above asserts itself even more forcefully. For the religious landscape changes drastically between 1640 and 

1714. Puritanism is banished as a political force and denounced across the ideological spectrum as 

“fanaticism” or “enthusiasm;” the religious tendencies which supplant it (e.g., deism, latitudinarianism, and 

Socinianism) have little to do with the Puritans’ dour moralism; and after 1689 skepticism and atheism are 

on the rise across England.367 And yet, despite this sea-change on the religious front, we see remarkable 

continuity in the language in which the late Stuarts are opposed. The Parliamentarian critique of learning 

fully retains its usefulness by the time the Whig “party” enters the scene, in 1679. 

 Inevitably, some of the anti-intellectual themes and arguments we have encountered in the previous 

chapter will fade out of view in the present chapter. Some do so simply as a consequence of historical 

change, others as a consequence of historiographical choice. As the historical circumstances change, so 

does the language. For example, the medical profession tended not to be attacked as a corrupt profession 

after 1660, possibly because of the impressive scientific strides of the late seventeenth century (law, 

however, remained a popular target).368 To take another example: the Geneva Bible annotations lost their 

prominence in anti-intellectual rhetoric after the political demise of Puritanism. Other anti-intellectual themes 

and arguments recede from view because I have chosen to de-emphasize them. They have not seemed as 

central, or as relevant to later ideological developments, as others. I have devoted most attention to the 

controversy around licensing, the attack on the universities, and the interrogation of “learning.” The 

complexity and abundance of the political literature from 1680 to 1714 has demanded some selectivity. 

 
367 Pocock, Machiavellian Moment, pp. 402-3. 

368 Cf. Geoffrey S. Holmes, Augustan England: Professions, State and Society, 1680-1730 (London: G. Allen 
& Unwin, 1982), p. 34. 
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Within the parameters I have set myself, however, I have aimed to give as faithful an impression of the 

historical issues and debates as possible, without seeking to bend the past to the present. 

 Finally, a few words in defense of my unorthodox periodization. Any use of the term “Exclusion 

Crisis” might seem to demand some justification after Jonathan Scott’s influential critique of its usefulness. 

Scott has argued that the “crisis” to which the Whigs addressed themselves was never just about the 

exclusion of one Catholic monarch (Charles I’s younger son James). It was rather about the much more 

fundamental threat, dating back to the reign of James I, of “popery and arbitrary government.”369 I broadly 

agree with Scott about the continuity between oppositional ideology under the early and the late Stuarts, as 

the chapter division of this dissertation suggests. Indeed, this dissertation tells a story of fundamental 

continuity across a broad stretch of time, and across a succession of oppositional movements. However, as 

several recent commentators have pointed out, Scott’s characterization of late-seventeenth-century political 

debate as a “xerox copy” of Civil War-era controversies is overstating a good case indeed.370 There were 

also important discontinuities. Throughout this chapter, I will take care to acknowledge these (as I already 

try to do in this introduction). By the same token, momentous changes occur around 1714 that mark out the 

preceding decades as a period in which Whiggery has a distinctive preoccupation and tone. This period is 

characterized by an attempt to formulate opposition to the Crown within the new cultural parameters of post-

Restoration England: a near-universal acceptance of monarchy as England’s proper regime type, a far 

deeper commitment to the Church of England in one form or another, and a careful distancing from the 

regicidal “rebellion” of the mid-seventeenth century. Within this cultural matrix, the Whigs anxiously set out 

to craft an appropriate language of opposition to the Stuart dynasty, on one side, and an appropriate attitude 

towards the Protestant monarchies of William, Mary, and Anne, on the other. The anxiety that characterizes 

the oppositional literature of the period does not end until 1714-15, when a confluence of events ends the 

threat of Stuart (and Catholic) restoration permanently: the enthronement of the Hanoverian dynasty, 

 
369 Jonathan Scott, Algernon Sidney and the Restoration Crisis, 1677-1683 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1991), pp. 12-21. 

370 Melinda S. Zook, Radical Whigs and Conspiratorial Politics in Late Stuart England (University Park, PA: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1999), p. xix; George Southcombe & Grant Tapsell, Restoration 
Politics, Religion, and Culture: Britain and Ireland, 1660-1714 (Basingstoke & New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2010), pp. 18-19. “Xerox copies”: Scott, Algernon Sidney, p. 6. 
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securing a Protestant line in perpetuity; the failure of the Jacobite rebellion of 1715; the collapse of the 

nonjuring clergy; and the start of a lasting Whig ascendancy in Parliamentary politics. The anxiety and 

urgency around the possibility of a Stuart succession – the sense of “crisis” – that pervades the English 

oppositional scene from 1680 to 1714 gradually gives way to the more leisured compendia of Whig principles 

(e.g., in Bolingbroke and “Cato”) that we tend to associate with the studied artfulness of Augustan literature. 

 This chapter will attempt to reread the story of the birth and evolution of the Whig “party” through 

the familiar lens of anti-intellectual critique. In Section II, I will first provide a brief account of the events that 

led up to the Exclusion campaign of 1680-1683. This Section will be concerned mainly to fill in the gap 

between the developments described in Chapter 2 and those of the present chapter. The focus here will be 

on sketching the circumstances that enabled the survival of oppositional worries about the integrity of 

England’s learned establishment. Section III will narrate the rise of the Whig “party” during the Exclusion 

campaign of 1680-83 and the Tory backlash that followed. It will emphasize the role of censorship and the 

universities in defeating the Whigs and maintaining the status quo. Section IV will provide an account of the 

Glorious Revolution and the emergence of two rival interpretations within the Whig community over the 

meaning of that event. As we shall see, the survival of England’s intellectual establishment throughout the 

prolonged Exclusion Crisis was one of the key issues over which the “New” and “Old” Whig movement split. 

Section V will examine the efflorescence of the “Old” Whig interpretation of England’s intellectual regime 

from the final expiration of the Licensing Act, in 1695, until 1714. 

 

II. Setting the scene, 1660-1680 

After the outbreak of hostilities between King and Parliament in 1642, the London printing presses seethed 

with Parliamentarian polemic. The chatter of radical rhetoric swelled with the execution of the King and the 

institution of the Commonwealth in 1649, continued through the Protectorate of 1653-59, and came to an 

abrupt stop with the re-establishment of the Stuart monarchy in 1660. The former enemies of Charles I and 

William Laud could not agree on an alternative, and the opposition to the Stuart monarchy was pulled apart 

by internal ideological tensions. During the “Restoration” of 1660, the eldest surviving son of the executed 

Charles I was invited back to England and crowned Charles II. The main Parliamentarian figureheads were 
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horrifically executed in front of the royal banquet hall – the same place where Charles I’s scaffold had stood. 

These treason trials slaked the new King Charles’s bloodthirst. In fact, Charles II proved a pragmatic, 

ideologically flexible monarch throughout his reign. The “Merry King” preferred a life of ease and opted for 

a regal strategy of affability and approachability, rather than a course of iron-fisted rigor.371 When Charles 

still found himself able to dictate the terms of the Restoration, in the first two years of his reign, he promoted 

a broad policy of amnesty, excluding only the ringleaders of the rebellion. He also promoted (limited) 

toleration for the radical Protestant sects that had dominated the Parliamentarian opposition. More 

ominously for England’s Protestancy, Charles’s toleration was also calculated to extend to England’s 

Catholic community. In the next few decades, this aspect of Charles’s toleration policy would provide ample 

fodder for dark speculation among the survivors and descendants of the Parliamentarians. 

 In the short term, however, the most vocal and powerful critics of Charles’s toleration policy came 

not from sectarian or ex-Parliamentarian circles (with the two often intersecting) but from within the royalist 

camp. The Parliament that was returned in the 1661 elections overwhelmingly consisted of the embittered 

supporters and hangers-on of Charles I and Laud. These were the same loyalists who had decried 

Parliamentarian philistinism and had claimed “wit” and “learning” for their own side.372 This “Cavalier 

Parliament,” which lasted until 1679, was too vindictive to acquiesce in Charles II’s irenic policies. Almost 

as soon as it sat in London, it proceeded to give Charles’s Restoration settlement a more repressive 

makeover. None of its legislative acts represented more of a throwback to the Caroline-Laudian regime than 

the Act of Uniformity (1662) and the Licensing Act (1662). The former Act purged the religious ministries and 

universities of anyone unwilling to subscribe to the so-called “doctrine of passive obedience,” a doctrine of 

unconditional acquiescence in the claims of monarchy. Some two thousand clergymen refused and were 

ejected from their positions.373 The latter Act effectively purged the printing presses of anyone unwilling to 

write in favor of such a doctrine. In passing these acts, the most fervent wartime supporters of the Stuart 

house had, ironically, completely overruled its present dynastic head. But in truth, the “Cavalier Parliament” 

 
371 Southcombe & Tapsell, Restoration Politics, Ch. 4. 

372 Cf. Chapter 2, fn. 276, of this dissertation. 

373 See David Appleby, Black Bartholomew’s Day: Preaching, Polemic and Restoration Nonconformity 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2012). 
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was more loyal to the intellectual and religious high-handedness of the previous Stuart king and his loyal 

archbishop, Laud, than to the incumbent Charles II himself. 

 To better understand why the “doctrine of passive obedience” came to play such a central role in 

the neo-Laudian Restoration settlement of the “Cavalier Parliament,” we must take a closer look at its origins 

and content. During the reign of King James I, a generation of clergymen had sprung up that began to 

propagate an interpretation of Scripture strongly in favor of the Crown. Partly as a repayment for James’s 

protection of the established Church hierarchy against reforming petitioners (see above, Chapter 2, Section 

II.c-III), these clergymen began to interpret famous New Testament injunctions to obedience to the supreme 

magistrate (especially Romans 13, Matthew 22, and 1 Peter 2) as a divine duty to accept royal commands 

no matter how onerous or unconstitutional they might be. The only freedom left to the subject was to refuse 

to aid the prince by engaging in civil disobedience, hence the “passive obedience,” to distinguish this 

doctrine from the even more extremist theory of “active obedience.” Since the speakers in the relevant 

biblical passages were apostles, the alternative name for this doctrine became “Apostolic obedience.” The 

spokespersons of “passive” or “Apostolic” obedience – clerical polemicists such as Roger Maynwaring, 

Robert Sibthorpe, Henry Ferne, and Peter Heylyn – were able to develop their views under James I, but 

they rose to prominence for these views only in the turbulent reign of Charles I.374 Among the most prominent 

apologists of “passive” or “Apostolic” obedience, however, was the lay author Sir Robert Filmer, who was 

elevated to the peerage for the eloquence of his royalist propaganda.375 Thus, in the first half of the 

seventeenth century, the doctrine of passive obedience became a mainstream “High Church” or Laudian 

defense of the Stuart monarchy and a quick road to ecclesiastical preferment. Yet it represented only one 

strand of argument – albeit a very prominent one – on the royalist side. It still had to compete with the 

 
374 Cf. Roger Maynwaring, Religion and alegiance, in tvvo sermons preached… (London: 1627); Robert 
Sibthorpe, Apostolike obedience… (London: 1627); Henry Ferne, A reply unto severall treatises… (Oxford: 
1643); Peter Heylyn, The stumbling-block of disobedience and rebellion (…) discovered, censured, and 
removed (London: 1658), esp. pp. 30-31. 

375 Cf. Robert Filmer, Observations upon Aristotles politiques… (London: 1652), preface. It is telling that 
more than a century later, the sermon in which the “arch-conservative” Jonathan Boucher expressed his 
Filmerian loathing of the American Revolution was titled “On civil liberty, passive obedience and non-
resistance” (preached in 1775, published in 1797). Cf. Peter Laslett, “Sir Robert Filmer: the man versus the 
Whig myth,” William and Mary Quarterly, Vol. 5, No. 4 (1948), p. 523. 
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alternative royalist arguments of (mainly lay) authors such as Dudley Digges, Thomas Hobbes, and Viscount 

Falkland and Baron Culpeper.376 

 During the Restoration, by contrast, the doctrine of passive obedience became the official litmus 

test of allegiance to the Stuart dynasty. The writings of Maynwaring, Sibthorpe, Heylyn were given a new 

prominence. (However, a comprehensive account of the duty of obedience had to await the belated 

publication of Sir Robert Filmer’s Patriarcha in 1680.) Clergymen were ejected both qua spiritual guides and 

qua university teachers for refusing to promote passive obedience. The management of licensing was 

entrusted to Roger L’Estrange, a “High Church” fanatic from a long lineage of Stuart loyalists. The Licensing 

Act itself was virtually a copy of a 1637 act issued by Charles I’s hated royal court the Star Chamber. 

Restoration censorship was brutal but effective: relatively few pamphlets from that period seem to have 

survived.377 Oppositional printers such as John Darby and Nathaniel Ponder were forced underground. Yet 

they were the lucky ones. In 1664, their colleague printer John Twyn suffered the traitor’s death of being 

drawn, hanged and quartered for printing oppositional literature.378 In the meantime, the law courts were, 

once again, subjected to ideologically motivated purges. The Crown’s grip on the judiciary was 

demonstrated in 1670s, when an extensive legal campaign was undertaken to subjugate the truculent urban 

centers – London foremost – that had proven such seedbeds of rebelliousness in the previous reign.379 By 

that point, the intellectual centers of Oxford and Cambridge had been churning out “High Church” literature 

and graduates for about a decade, underpinning the legal campaign with an ideological one. Even though 

High Churchmanship could now be reduced to a single article (viz., passive obedience), the Arminian 

emphasis on unquestioning deference, the divine origins of hierarchy, and the co-dependence between 

 
376 Cf. Dudley Digges, The unlawfulnesse of subjects taking up armes… (Oxford: 1643); Thomas Hobbes, 
De cive (Paris: 1642); [Lucius Cary, 2nd Viscount Falkland & John Colepeper, 1st Baron Culpeper], His 
majesties answer to the nineteen propositions… (Cambridge: 1642). 

377 W.A. Speck, “Political propaganda in Augustan England,” Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 
Vol. 22 (1972), pp. 19-20; Joad Raymond, Pamphlets and Pamphleteering in Early Modern Britain 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. 164. 

378 Joseph Hone, “John Darby and the Whig canon,” The Historical Journal, Vol. 64, No. 5 (2021), pp. 1260-
61. 

379 Kishlansky, Monarchy Transformed, pp. 260-61. 
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clergy and monarch also made a comeback.380 To remove any doubt about the provenance of the new 

regime, the dean of Oxford University reintroduced a series of specifically Laudian inventions – including, 

most painfully for the radical Dissenters, the prelatical robe for university dons.381 

 Unsurprisingly, these developments elicited a strong response from the Dissenters that had 

dominated the Parliamentarian effort. In the first place, the Dissenters began to boycott the universities. 

Surviving records indicate that enrollments dropped precipitously in the 1660s, not to climb back up until the 

end of the eighteenth century.382 In large part, this decline was driven by the academic secession of the 

radical Dissenters. In December 1662, the Oxford antiquary Anthony Wood observed: “Divers this year and 

the year before preached up Armini[ani]sme which had 30 years before soe much displeased the generality 

of people… Fanaticks [that is, radical Dissenters] keep their children at home or bread them in privat schools 

under fanaticks or send them beyond sea.”383 The Cavalier Parliament found it difficult to legislate against 

homeschooling, but in 1665 it answered the growth of dissenting schools and academies with the Five Mile 

Act, which forbade ejected ministers and teachers to gather within five miles of their former benefice. 

The second Dissenting response was the articulation, in the domestic and coffeehouse setting, of 

a series of tropes around the figures of the “High Church” clergyman and the university don that would come 

to play a significant role in the emergence of (“Old”) Whiggery. By the 1680s, the Dissenting caricature of 

the university as a place of “debauchery” and idleness had become well-entrenched. Even more serious 

and more important was the assumption that the Church of England and the universities were staffed by 

“popishly affected” hypocrites, indoctrinating the nation’s youth into Catholic mental habits by degrees.384 

 
380 Cf. Chapter 2, Section III, of this dissertation. 

381 R.A. Beddard, “Restoration Oxford,” in: Nicholas Tyacke (ed.), The History of the University of Oxford, 
Vol. IV: Seventeenth-Century Oxford (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), pp. 841-44. 

382 Lawrence Stone, “The size and composition of the Oxford student body, 1580-1909,” in: Lawrence Stone 
(ed.), The University in Society, Vol. 1: Oxford and Cambridge from the 14th to the Early 19th Century 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1974), pp. 1-110. 

383 Anthony Wood, The Life and Times of Anthony Wood, Antiquary of Oxford, 1632-1695, Vol. 1 (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1891), p. 465. 

384 R.A. Beddard, “A Whig view of Tory Oxford in 1683: Lord Herbert of Cherbury’s criticism of the university,” 
The Bodleian Library Record, Vol. 15, No. 3 (1995), pp. 166-71. 
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This was the moment at which the figure of the covertly popish Church of England man – the “Tantivy” – 

began to make the rounds in the visual and literary underground.385 

Indeed, the third Dissenting response was the clandestine circulation of subversive tracts, 

engravings, and pamphlets. As noted before, these were relatively limited in number, but the anonymous or 

unprinted tracts that could not be seized or suppressed were every bit as radical as the most militant 

Parliamentarian productions. What is more, given the prominence of lay figures in Restoration politics (e.g., 

L’Estrange, Filmer, Charles’s loyalist judges), it should come as no surprise that several of these clandestine 

tracts attacked not just the religious but also the secular dimension of the Restoration ideological edifice, in 

typical Parliamentarian fashion. For example, the anonymous author of the influential Mene tekel (1663) 

lamented that “the Lawyers and Clergie together have abused the poor People… the fond conceit which the 

flattering Lawyers and Prelates have infused into the ignorant multitude, of the Sacredness and 

Unaccountableness of the King, is altogether inconsistent with [magisterial power].”386 Similarly, the eighth 

and ninth dialogues of Algernon Sidney’s unprinted Court maxims (1664-65?) identified the bishop and the 

lawyer as key supports to any tyrannical regime.387 

 These simmering discontents boiled over at the end of the 1670s. In 1678, fantastical (and 

fabricated) discoveries were made of a national “Popish Plot” to take over the English government. London 

especially was gripped by anti-Catholic hysteria, inspired partly by the worrying geopolitical decline of 

Protestantism in the preceding decades, and partly by domestic anxieties about crypto-Catholicism in 

England’s own intellectual and religious establishment.388 The Crown itself was similarly compromised when 

investigators of the plot stumbled upon letters in which Charles II promised Louis XIV of France to hamstring 

his own Parliaments to pave the way for a French victory against the Protestant Dutch – in exchange for an 

 
385 The etymology of “Tantivy” is unclear, but it seems to have come from a Latin onomatopoeia for warlike 
sounds. 

386 [Anon.], Mene tekel, or, the downfal of tyranny… ([London?]: 1663), pp. 26, 30. 

387 Algernon Sidney, Court Maxims, eds. Hans W. Blom et al. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1996), pp. 87-151. 

388 Scott, Restoration Crisis, pp. 30-31. 
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old-fashioned bribe.389 Charles’s first minister, the Earl of Danby, was sacrificed, but to no avail. The furies 

and fears of England’s radical opposition had never attached themselves exclusively to the King’s chief 

ministers (despite legal fictions to the contrary). With the dissolution of the Cavalier Parliament and the 

election of a combative new House of Commons, the oppressed radical Dissenters and their sympathizers 

now saw an opening to undermine the entire ideological superstructure of the Restoration monarchy.  

 The Earl of Shaftesbury organized critics of the Restoration settlement around a single-issue 

campaign to “Exclude” Charles’s Catholic brother – James, Duke of York – from the royal succession. 

Shaftesbury’s supporters became known as “Whigs,” while York’s defenders became known as “Tories.”390 

But the Exclusion of York was the lowest common denominator among the Whigs. From the outset, 

Shaftesbury’s Whig movement also included a more radical flank, for whom the “popery” to be excluded 

was not primarily the Duke of York’s actual Roman Catholicism, but the fresh intellectual impostures of the 

“High Church” establishment.391 Enabled by almost two decades of Dissenter gossip and academic self-

segregation, this vocal minority began to systematically reconceptualize “popery” into anything whatsoever 

that led to “arbitrary government,” including the university doctrine of passive obedience and the prostitution 

of legal learning and Parliamentary eloquence. In expanding the concept of “popery” in this way, the radical 

Whigs were undermining the very distinction between Catholic and neo-Laudian ideology. The precedents 

they set in the early 1680s would be followed carefully by their “Old Whig” successors in the wake of the 

Glorious Revolution, as we shall see in Sections IV-V. While Shaftesbury and other moderates (especially 

in the House of Lords) were campaigning against the Duke of York, their radical bedfellows were brilliantly 

redirecting the arrows of Exclusion at the entire post-1662 Restoration settlement. 

 
389 Ibid., p. 35. 

390 The standard account, in many ways, is still J.R. Jones, The First Whigs: The Politics of the Exclusion 
Crisis, 1678-1683 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1961). For an earlier version of the same argument, 
see J.R. Jones, “Shaftesbury’s ‘worthy men’: a Whig view of the Parliament of 1679,” Bulletin of the Institute 
of Historical Research, Vol. 30 (1957), pp. 232-41. 

391 I thus agree with Jonathan Scott’s rejoinder to Jones (Restoration Crisis, pp. 11-21) that the Exclusion 
Crisis of 1679-83 was, for many Whigs, not just about altering the royal succession, but about eliminating 
“popery” and “arbitrary government.” I part ways with Scott, however, in my understanding of “popery” in the 
radical Whig idiom. It was not fear of Roman Catholicism properly understood that drove the radical Whig 
propaganda effort, but a strategic construal of “popery” designed to include the neo-Laudian religious and 
intellectual establishment. 
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III. The birth of the Whig movement and the Tory reaction, 1680-1687 

One provision of the Licensing Act of 1662 was that it had to be renewed by Parliament every two years. 

The Cavalier Parliament had dutifully carried out this act every other year. The 1679 election, however, 

returned a House of Commons fiercely Protestant and scandalized by the flurry of recent revelations. 

Perhaps the new Parliament’s most important move was an act of omission: it refused to renew the 

Licensing Act. In this context of broken-down censorship, Shaftesbury launched a political campaign against 

the succession of the Duke of York on the basis of the latter’s personal religious views. What followed was 

an uncorking of bottled-up sentiments, from 1680 to 1683, not unlike the one that occurred in 1642.392 In 

both cases, a relatively moderate effort – to resist very concrete legal maneuvers by Charles I, and to 

exclude a single person from the royal succession – was hijacked by sentiments far more radical. Yet there 

were differences with the 1640s, too. Almost every participant in the ensuing paper war, no matter how 

critical of the regime, accepted as a ground rule that the regicide and republican experiments of the Civil 

War era had been terrible mistakes.393 Similarly, we do not find apocalyptic language which painted the 

opposition in Antichristian colors, since virtually everyone acknowledged the close relationship between 

king-killing and militantly Calvinist “fanaticism.” For this reason, it is easy to overlook the radical nature of 

much of the literature produced at this juncture: the whole Exclusion Crisis of 1680-83 might seem, at first 

glance, like a rather esoteric and tame affair. It is only by remembering the Parliamentarian rhetoric of the 

 
392 The issue of (self-)censorship is the reason why Andrew Marvell’s Account of the growth of popery and 
arbitrary government (London: 1677) cannot be taken as representative of, or even relevant to, radical Whig 
views of “popery” or “arbitrary government” after 1679, as so many scholars seem to assume. Cf. G.M. 
Trevelyan, England under the Stuarts (London & New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons & Methuen, 1904), p. 513; 
Morrill, Nature of the English Revolution, pp. 392-413; Scott, Commonwealth Principles, pp. 336-40. Marvell 
defined “popery” narrowly as adherence to Roman Catholicism, but he would have run afoul of L’Estrange, 
and suffered terrible consequences, had he suggested otherwise in a non-anonymized publication in 1677. 
That is the reason why [Robert Ferguson], The second part of the growth of popery and arbitrary government 
(London: 1682), esp. p. 131, is much more representative of the radical Whig case – witness its remarks on 
Protestant “priestcraft” being interchangeable for popery – despite being written only five years after 
Marvell’s text, on which it is explicitly based.  

393 An exception that, to some degree, confirmed the rule was Algernon Sidney (see below, Section III.b). 
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Interregnum, the Laudian revival after 1662, and the orthodoxies of Restoration High Churchmanship, that 

the radical Whig interpretation of “Exclusion” comes to view. 

 

a. Radical Exclusion literature and the roots of “True” or “Old” Whiggism, 1680-1683 

The case of the Duke of York’s defenders – otherwise known as the “Tories” – could be reduced to a simple 

syllogism: according to the Restoration settlement of 1662, which hinged on the Scriptural duty of “passive 

obedience” in the face of iniquitous royal policy, no unjust royal decision could be actively resisted, and 

since Charles had decided to make the Catholic James heir to the throne, Exclusionist resistance was both 

politically and theologically heretical, even if Charles’s decision was objectively unjust. In this way, the 

“indefeasible succession” of York was downstream from the apostolic (and “High Church” Anglican) 

injunction to obedience. By far the most elaborate and influential defense of this position was Sir Robert 

Filmer’s posthumously appropriated Patriarcha (1680). Patriarcha was yet another throwback to the Laudian 

era: it was probably written between 1628 and 1635, but it had apparently lost none of its relevance in 

promoting the neo-Laudian settlement of the Restoration.394 Filmer’s work can best be described as an 

attempt to trace the Scriptural injunction of obedience back, beyond the apostles, through the entirety of 

sacred history. In the first chapter, Filmer apologized for his extended examination of obedience as follows: 

[I]t is necessary when the commands and pleasures of superiors come abroad and 
call for an obedience, that every man himself know how to regulate his actions or 
his sufferings. For according to the quality of the thing commanded [that is, 
according to whether it contravenes or agrees with divine law], an active or passive 
obedience is to be yielded, and this is not to limit the princes power, but the extent 
of the subject’s obedience, by giving to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s etc.395 

Filmer proceeded to root the universal duty of obedience (whether active or passive) in the absolute power 

the earliest patriarchs wielded over their families. The attractiveness of Filmer’s thesis was that it seemed 

to have grounded that duty in something firmer than a handful of ambiguous apostolic quotations. 

 
394 Cf. Richard Tuck, “A new date for Filmer’s Patriarcha,” The Historical Journal, Vol. 29, No. 1 (1986), pp. 
183-86. A date around 1627-28 would make Patriarcha part of the same Caroline propaganda offensive that 
also saw the publication of the sermons by Sibthorpe and Maynwaring (see above, Section II). 

395 Robert Filmer, Patriarcha and Other Writings, ed. J.P. Sommerville (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1991), p. 4. 
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 Filmer’s theory became the official Tory view, and it set the terms in which the Exclusion of York was 

to be debated. Firstly, York was to be defended through vindications of the Laudian concept of passive 

obedience. Secondly, the debates and experiences of early Stuart rule were to serve as a lodestar. Endless 

examples of these two aspects to the Tory case could be cited. In January of 1681, during the annual 

memorial of Charles I’s execution, the “High Church” clergyman Francis Turner preached a topical sermon 

before Charles II in which he insisted that even the cruelest tyrant had to be obeyed passively.396 The year 

1681 also saw the republication of the Laudian bishop Robert Chestlin’s Persecutio undecima (1648), in 

which the reader was instructed that “Royal Authority (…) ought to be obeyed active or passive,” depending 

on the justice of the command in question.397 Roger L’Estrange, as appointed censor from 1662 to 1679, 

had a credible claim to being the most authoritative Tory spokesperson alive. And it was L’Estrange’s 

periodical The Observator which sneered, in July 1682, that the Whigs’ recent critique of passive obedience 

had indeed been eye-opening, “for whereas Severall of them went Blindfold to Destruction before [that is, 

under Charles I], they can now see their way before them, and yet Pursue their Journey to Hell; Broad-

looking.”398 A masterpiece of Tory propaganda during these years was Jovian (1683), by the erudite 

clergyman George Hickes. Inverting a point made by the Whig Samuel Johnson (see below), and adapting 

Filmer’s apologetic strategy to the saeculum, Hickes argued against Exclusion by writing the classical history 

of passive obedience, tracing its origins back to the primitive Christians of the third century AD.399 

 The Tory case was strong, for two reasons. Firstly, the pulpits, universities and printing presses had 

univocally propagated the central plank of the Tory case since 1662. Secondly, the Tory argument was 

extremely effective against the moderate Exclusionist argument – made especially by Shaftesbury and his 

coterie – which focused narrowly on the moral and confessional flaws of the Duke of York.400 No matter such 

 
396 Francis Turner, A sermon preached before the King… (London: 1681), pp. 21-24. 

397 [Robert Chestlin], Persecutio undecima… (London: 1681 [1648]), p. 26. See Chapter 2, Section III, of 
this dissertation. 

398 Roger L’Estrange, The observator, in dialogue, Vol. 1, No. 174 (London: 1681). 

399 George Hickes, Jovian, or, an answer to Julian the Apostate (London: 1683), esp. preface & chs. 8, 10-
12. 

400 Indeed, Shaftesbury was dismissed by the Tories precisely for the personal nature of his attack on York. 
See O.W. Furley, “The Whig Exclusionists: pamphlet literature in the Exclusion campaign, 1679-81,” The 
Cambridge Historical Journal, Vol. 13, No. 1 (1957), pp. 21-22. 
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flaws, the Tories argued, the succession had to be respected if the axiomatic doctrines of the post-1662 

Restoration were to remain untouched. It was in response to this Tory line of argument that a vocal group 

of radical Whigs bit the bullet and rejected the whole intellectual edifice of the post-1662 Restoration. 

 The radical Whig counterattack unfolded along several dimensions. In the first place, these Whigs 

were unafraid to deny the entire premise on which the Tory case rested: their replies tended to focus not on 

York but on the “High Church” doctrine of passive obedience itself. One of the earliest cases of this type of 

Whig riposte was the anonymous The history of self-defence, in requital to the history of passive obedience 

(1680).401 The most famous case, however, was Samuel Johnson’s Julian the Apostate (1682), which 

overnight became “the oracle” and “the pocket-book” of the Exclusion Whigs’ radical flank.402 Johnson 

suggested in the subtitle of this work that his intention was to argue for a close resemblance between the 

iniquities of the pagan emperor Julian and the conduct of a (future) “popish” monarch. Yet any contemporary 

of Johnson’s must have been struck by the tremendous effort he expended to refute the doctrine of passive 

obedience. What is more, Johnson expressly likened that doctrine to the mystifications of Roman Catholic 

doctrine.403 Indeed, the purpose of Julian was not just to bring Catholic rule into discredit through comparison 

to Julian’s reign, but to demolish the Tory axiom that passive obedience had been good Christian practice 

since time immemorial. On the contrary, Johnson argued that the primitive Christians had resisted 

persecutorial emperors by force. Emperor Julian himself, Johnson speculated, had probably been slain by 

a Christian soldier performing his rightful duty.404 

 Secondly, the radical Whigs readily acknowledged the Laudian provenance of “High Church” 

orthodoxy since the Restoration, and they countered it with Civil War echoes of their own. By rejecting the 

Laudian tradition categorically, often in terms drawn straight from Parliamentarian rhetoric, they 

demonstrated they were not afraid of taking up the tainted language of their predecessors. In 1679, after 

 
401 [Anon.], The history of self-defence, in requital to the history of passive obedience (London: 1680). 

402 Samuel Johnson, Julian the apostate: being a short account of his life (…) together with a comparison 
of popery and paganism (London: 1682). The quotation is from Hickes, Jovian, preface. 

403 Cf. Johnson, Julian, p. vi: “… the Laws of a Man’s Country are the measures of all Civil Obedience… 
any kind of Obedience, either Active or Passive, without a Law to require it, is like one of the marvellous 
Accidents of Transubstantion.” Emphasis added. 

404 Johnson, Julian, pp. 37-39. 
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the lapse of the Licensing Act, Charles Blount published a plea for freedom of the press which can only be 

described as a plagiarism of Milton’s Areopagitica.405 Indeed, in this period Milton’s attacks on Laudian 

doctrine became so influential among the radical Whigs that the Tory churchman Thomas Long believed 

that they had taken their “whole Scheme” from Milton’s political writings.406 But Miltonic language was not 

necessary to emphasize and criticize the influence of Laudianism on the Restoration establishment. The 

pamphlet An appeal from the country to the city (1679) assaulted England’s “over-hot Church-men,” those 

“Episcopal Tantivies,” who “so magnifie the Principles of Bishop Laud, and so much extol the Writings of the 

late same-spirited Prelate Dr. Heylin” that they out-Romanized even the Roman Catholics.407 In that same 

vein flowed Edmund Hickeringill’s profoundly radical The history of Whiggism (1682). Hickeringill traced the 

history of the Exclusion Whigs back to the Parliamentarians’ opposition to the “Tantivee-Sermons” for 

“Passive Obedience” of Sibthorpe and Maynwaring, under the aegis of their patron, Archbishop Laud.408 

 Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the radical Whigs demonstrated a keen awareness of the 

complicity of England’s learned establishment in upholding the neo-Laudian axioms of Restoration England. 

One interesting text in this respect was the anonymous A word without doors concerning the Bill of 

Succession (1680). This was a pro-Exclusion pamphlet, with a surprising twist: the author narrates his own 

conversion from ardent Toryism to Whiggery after being bested in debate by two Whig partisans. The initial 

exchange between the Tory “author” and his Whiggish adversaries on the topic of Exclusion is fascinating 

because it is meant to represent a stock encounter between the two parties. After the authorial persona 

bombards his opponents with a series of Tory tropes about the monarch’s unlimited authority, one of the 

 
405 The resonances were extra powerful since Areopagitica had originally been published as a warning to 
the Presbyterians not to betray their Protestant heritage by going down the same repressive path as the 
Roman Catholics and the Laudian Church. The same accusation of incipient popery, Blount evidently 
thought, now applied to the post-1662 intellectual establishment. 

406 Thomas Long, A vindication of the primitive Christians, in point of obedience to their prince… (London: 
1683), p. 291. Note how the title of the sermon took Hickes’s thesis for granted. See also George F. 
Sensabaugh, “Milton and the doctrine of passive obedience,” Huntington Library Quarterly, Vol. 13, No. 1 
(1949), pp. 19-54. 

407 [Charles Blount], An appeal from the country to the city… (London: 1679), pp. 5-6. 

408 Edmund Hickeringill, The second part of the history of Whiggisme… (London: 1682), pp. 39-40. 
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Whiggish strangers retorts with (apparently stock) aspersions on the “author’s” university education. He tells 

the “author” 

that he could not but be extremely concerned to hear, that such pernicious Notions 
against all lawful Government had been taught in the World: That he believed they 
were in me purely the Effects of an University-Education; and that it had been my 
Misfortune to have had a very high Church-man for my Tutor, who had 
endeavoured (as it was their constant Practice to all Young Gentlemen under their 
Care) to debauch me with such Principles as would enslave my mind to their 
Hierarchy, and the Monarchical part of the Government, without any Regard at all 
to the Aristocratical and Popular; and that fat Parsonages, Prebendships, 
Deanries, and Episcopal Sees, were the certain and constant Rewards of such 
Services…409 

Even more remarkable was Speculum crape-gownorum (1682), not least because it was probably written 

by John Phillips, a nephew and undersecretary of the great John Milton.410 Phillips’ tract was an extensive 

critique and mockery of the self-importance, laziness and incompetence of the university teachers.411 In the 

first part, Phillips emphasized how “soft” on popery the university establishment had become and, 

conversely, how hawkish on Dissent.412 In the second part, Phillips mercilessly attacked the universities’ 

position on obedience to the secular power.413 Similarly, Hickeringill’s aforementioned History of Whiggism 

(1682) featured an exchange between a “Tantivy” and a “Whig,” with the former pertinaciously defending 

the university and the latter rejecting it in terms reminiscent of Henry Stubbe.414 Hickeringill’s “Tantivy” 

refuses to believe that Christianity was possible at all without a university, to which the “Whig” replies that 

Christianity could maintain itself perfectly well “without either Oxford-Scholar, Bloxford-Schollar [a pun on 

“blockhead”] or Cantabrigian.” “Universities,” Hickeringill’s Whig adds, “were the Pope’s Invention.”415 

 
409 [Anon.], A word without doors, concerning the Bill for Succession (London: 1680), in: Harleian Miscellany, 
Vol. 1 (Dublin: 1744), pp. 89-90. 

410 The “crape” was the black gown that had been reintroduced to the English universities in the 1660s as 
part of their re-Laudianisation. 

411 [John Phillips], Speculum crape-gownorum, or, an old looking-glass for the young academicks, new foyl’d 
with reflections on some of the late high-flown sermons… (London: 1682), passim. Phillips’s Speculum was 
partially a plagiarism of a 1670 call for reform by the Anglican clergyman John Eachard, The grounds and 
occasions of the contempt of the clergy… (London: 1670). Cf. Roberta Kramer, John Eachard’s “The 
Grounds & Occasions...,” PhD dissertation (1986), pp. 38-39. 

412 [Phillips], Speculum, pp. 21-23. 

413 [John Phillips], Speculum crape-gownorum, the second part… (London: 1682), pp. 4 ff. 

414 See, Chapter 2, Section III, of this dissertation. 
415 Hickeringill, Second part of the history, p. 73. 
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 Indeed, the most famous and most widely read Exclusion tracts drew attention to the role of the 

universities in the growth of "popery" and "arbitrary government.” Especially explicit was Thomas Hunt’s 

Postscript (1682) – a work which earned him the unimaginative epithet “Postscript Hunt.” In the preface, 

Hunt fulminated against the Cavalier Parliament’s oppression of the Dissenting sects, in which it was aided 

by “a sort of young men that have left nothing behind them in the University, but the taint of a bad example, 

and brought no more Learning with them thence, than what serves to make them more assured and more 

remarkable Coxcombs; who will undertake to discourse continually of the Interest of Religion, of which they 

have no manner of sense; and of the Constitution of our Government, of which they are utterly ignorant.”416 

Rather more subtle was Johnson’s Julian (1682), which we have already encountered above. We saw how 

contemporary readers of “Julian Johnson’s” notorious tract must have noticed the author’s emphatic 

refutation of passive obedience. Another feature of Julian which must have struck Johnson’s reader was its 

eerily familiar account of the measures by which the pagan Emperor Julian oppressed his Christian subjects: 

[H]e prohibited the Children of Christians to have any Poetry, Rhetorick, or 
Philosophical Learning… by removing the Christian Masters, he did effectually 
deny the Children of Christians any benefit of Learning. For who would send their 
Children to Heathen Masters, where they should be in apparent danger of being 
principled and trained up in Heathenism? So that this Liberty [of being allowed to 
send one’s children to university] which he indulged them, was a thousand times 
better let alone; it was one of his Traps, and deceitful Favours, wherein consisted 
the true Spirit and Genius of Julian’s Persecution.417 

To be sure, Johnson proceeded to liken this situation to the oppression of the French Huguenots. Yet his 

wording and his emphasis on this point created deliberate ambiguity over whether the popish “paganism” 

from the subtitle of his work referred to York’s Roman Catholicism, or rather to a broader danger that also 

included “High Church” indoctrination at England’s universities. 

 While the writings of Johnson and Hunt were the most well-known expressions of radical Whiggery 

in England in the early 1680s, they were dwarfed in stature in the eighteenth century by Algernon Sidney’s 

Discourses concerning government, which became one of the key texts of the transatlantic Whig canon. 

 

 
416 Thomas Hunt, Mr. Hunt’s postscript… (London: 1682), preface. 

417 Johnson, Julian, pp. 9-10. 



 

117 
   

b. Algernon Sidney’s Discourses concerning Government 

The Discourses concerning government were written between 1681 and 1683, but they were first published 

posthumously in 1698 (on which more below, Section IV). The text was so radical that its author Algernon 

Sidney – who had been an ardent supporter of Parliament in the Civil War and Interregnum – probably had 

to think twice before publishing it. Even if Sidney had planned to publish, he did not get a chance, because 

he was arrested, put on trial, and executed for treason in 1683 as one of the chief victims of the Tory backlash 

of 1683-87 (see below, Section III.c). When only one witness could be produced at his show trial, the 

manuscript of the Discourses was summoned by the prosecution as a second witness of Sidney’s 

treasonous intentions. The miscarriage of justice around Sidney’s trial greatly inflated his posthumous 

reputation. When John Toland, Richard Baron and Thomas Hollis began to construct and promote a “Whig” 

or “True Whig” literary canon from 1698 onward, Sidney was invariably included as a martyr for the cause 

of liberty. After England’s Glorious Revolution, the Discourses were celebrated in “True” or “Old” Whig circles 

as a statement of their principles so precise and profound that the Restoration government had been 

prompted to murder the author. The Discourses stood even taller in American Revolutionary thought. 

Thomas Jefferson regarded the Discourses as “generally approved” by his fellow-citizens with respect to 

the “general principles of liberty.”418 In a letter to Thomas Jefferson dated September 17, 1823, John Adams 

praised the Discourses as a monument both to “the bitter sufferings of the advocates of liberty that time to 

this” and to “the slow progress of moral, philosophical and political illumination in the world.”419 In short, the 

judgment of the historian Caroline Robbins, that “during the American Revolution Sidney’s Discourses was 

more of a Bible to the revolutionaries than any of the other works of his century, Milton only excepted,” still 

stands unchallenged after more than sixty years.420 

 
418 Thomas Jefferson, “From the minutes of the Board of Visitors, University of Virginia,” 4 March 1825, in: 
Thomas Jefferson, Writings (New York: Viking Press, 1984), p. 479. 

419 John Adams, Letter of 18 September 1823, in: Thomas Jefferson & John Adams, The Adams-Jefferson 
Letters, ed. Lester J. Cappon (Chapel Hill & London: University of North Carolina Press, 1988 [1959]), p. 
598. 

420 Caroline Robbins, The Eighteenth-Century Commonwealthman: Studies in the Transmission, 
Development and Circumstance of English Liberal Thought from the Restoration of Charles II until the War 
with the Thirteen Colonies (Cambridge, MA: 1959), p. 46. 
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 As an Exclusion pamphlet, Sidney’s Discourses belonged squarely to the radical flank of 

Shaftesbury’s Whig movement. Like his fellow travelers “Julian Johnson,” “Postscript Hunt,” Hickeringill and 

Phillips, Sidney focused his attack not on the religious beliefs and morals of the Duke of York, but on the 

intellectual establishment of Restoration England and on the political and theological taboos it had erected. 

The Discourses were framed as a point-by-point rebuttal of Filmer’s Patriarcha. On this point, the Discourses 

were similar to John Locke’s Two treatises of government, which were probably written around the same 

time – also as an Exclusion tract – and only published in 1689.421 The two works differed sharply, however, 

in the degree to which they dovetailed with the dominant radical Whig arguments of their time. Various 

historians have already noted that Locke’s Two treatises were relatively marginal in contemporary radical 

Whig discourse, because it grounded its theory of liberty in natural rights instead of history, for example, or 

because it made little reference to seventeenth-century English politics.422 I want to add here that Locke 

was also far less critical of the intellectual orthodoxies of Restoration England than his more radical 

contemporaries. Despite Locke’s expulsion from Oxford in 1683, he remained remarkably loyal to his alma 

mater in his published writings, never criticizing it explicitly.423 The case was far different with Sidney’s 

Discourses, which resoundingly echoed – and sometimes outvoiced – all three aspects of the radical Whig 

line on Restoration England’s learned establishment. 

 Firstly, like his radical Whig peers, Sidney acknowledged the importance of the doctrine of passive 

obedience to the Tory argument, and he therefore gave the refutation of this doctrine a prominent place in 

 
421 See Peter Laslett, “Introduction,” in: John Locke, Two Treatises of Government, rev. ed. Peter Laslett 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988 [1960]), pp. 45-61. 

422 John Dunn, The Political Thought of John Locke (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969), esp. 
Pts. I & II; J.P. Kenyon, Revolution Principles: The Politics of Party, 1689-1720 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1977), pp. 1-2, 17-18; John Marshall, John Locke: Resistance, Religion, and Responsibility 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994). For a dissenting view, see Richard Ashcraft, Revolutionary 
Politics and Locke’s Two Treatises of Government (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986). 

423 As it happens, Locke was a student at Oxford during the Interregnum. A letter sent to his father in 1659 
reveals his detestation, already as a young student, of the escalating Parliamentarian assault on the 
universities. See John Locke, The Correspondence of John Locke (Oxford: 2015), Letter 59. Cf. Locke, 
Correspondence, Letter 72. Temperamentally, Locke remained a traditional scholar throughout his life. Even 
in 1689, the year in which his own Two treatises appeared, he would complain in letters to his humanist 
friend Phillip van Limborgh that “the commonwealth of learning” was being put out of business by “the 
commonwealth of politics” (Locke, Correspondence, Letters 1120 & 1172). Locke never embraced the 
pamphleteer’s role to the extent that Milton did. 
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the Discourses.424 Like his peers, Sidney strongly disagreed with his “High Church” opponents that the 

subject owed a passive obedience to (that is, acquiescence in) unjust royal acts. A common Whig counter, 

which Sidney also used in section III.10, was that the “Apostolic obedience” of Paul and Peter was a generic 

injunction to respect secular power of any type, not a divine recommendation of monarchy.425 Sidney 

provided a far more original rejection of passive obedience, however, in one of the earliest sections, I.3. 

There, Sidney contended not just that the Tory doctrine of passive obedience was based on misinterpretation 

(as in III.10), or that it was historically marginal (as per Johnson), or that it was part of a sordid exchange 

between government and clergy (as per Hunt), but that there was no difference whatsoever between giving 

an active or a passive obedience to tyrants. When the governor was bad enough, the results of the two were 

identical. An author like Filmer, Sidney continued, “confines the subject’s choice to acting or suffering, that 

is, doing what is commanded, or lying down to have his throat cut,” while tyrants like Nero and Domitian 

would have needed no more than such meek submission to succeed in their designs.426 Moreover, Sidney 

rejected the distinction itself as theoretically incoherent: “‘Tis a folly to say there is a passive, as well as an 

active obedience, and that he who will not do what his master commands ought to suffer the punishment he 

inflicts: for if the master has a right of commanding, there is a duty incumbent on the servant of obeying.” 

Either the magistrate had the authority to abrogate the laws of God, in which case he had to be obeyed 

without reserve, or he had not; the question did not permit distinctions.427  

 What the denial of the distinction between active and passive obedience effectively did – whether 

Sidney intended it or not – was to collapse the distinction between the “Gallican” Catholic and the “High 

Church” Anglican position on obedience to the secular power. Since roughly the middle of the 1670s, French 

Catholic theorists had promoted the extreme stance that the subject owed an unconditional active obedience 

to his or her ruler, no matter how tyrannical. After 1685, this “Gallican” political theory found favor in England 

under the regime of the newly crowned king James II. After the Glorious Revolution of 1688, radical Whigs 

 
424 By contrast, Locke made only passing reference to passive obedience, towards the end of the Two 
treatises (Locke, Two Treatises, p. 417). 

425 Sidney, Discourses, pp. 370-74. 

426 Ibid., pp. 15-16. 

427 Ibid., p. 438 
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gleefully exploited the fact that the “High Church” Restoration doctrine of passive obedience had seemed to 

reveal itself as compatible with the even more extreme, and unambiguously Catholic, doctrine of active 

obedience.428 Yet in 1683, this Whiggish argument was still completely avant-garde. It is unlikely that Sidney 

realized these implications in full, although he did attribute the “High Church” doctrine of his opponents to 

Catholic ideology: Sidney called the Tories’ mystification of politics “the foundation of papal power” in the 

same chapter in which he attacked the Filmerian appeal to passive obedience.429 In this respect, too, Sidney 

closely followed his radical Whig peers. 

 The second way in which Sidney’s Discourses aligned with radical Whig Exclusion discourse was 

in its emphasis on the early Stuart, Laudian, origins of Filmer’s “High Church” argument. Sidney was keenly 

aware that the belated publication of Sir Robert Filmer’s Patriarcha had not occurred in an intellectual 

vacuum. At the start of his work, in section I.2, he framed his text as a repudiation not simply of Filmerism, 

but of a Laudian tradition on politics and religion that culminated in Filmer. “The production of Laud, 

Manwaring, Sybthorpe, Hobbes, Filmer, and Heylyn seems to have been reserved as an additional curse to 

compleat the shame and misery of our age and country,” Sidney lamented.430 Sidney rejected no less 

forcefully the arguments of the Caroline apologist Claude Salmasius, whose Royal Defense of Charles I 

(1649) had also attracted Milton’s ire during the Interregnum.431 However, in providing his own Civil War-era 

antidote to the early Stuart precedents of Restoration doctrine, Sidney shockingly departed from the other 

radical Whigs. For how could section III.36, which justified “the general revolt of a nation,” be read otherwise 

than as a defense of the deposition and execution of King Charles I?432 And how else could the next section 

be interpreted, which blamed the English constitution’s “defects more lately observed” on legal innovators 

 
428 On these developments, see more below, Sections II.c & III.a. 

429 Sidney, Discourses, p. 12. Cf. Sidney, Discourses, pp. 431-32: because of Filmer’s “inclinations to Rome 
which he prefers before Geneva,” he “prefers the morals of that city, since they are become more refined 
by the pious and charitable Jesuits…” 

430 Ibid., p. 11. Hobbes is clearly the odd one out; although he provided a strident defense of royal authority, 
he did not take a Laudian route to arrive there. Cf. Sidney, Discourses, p. 12: “Filmer, Heylyn, and their 
associates…” See also Locke, Two Treatises, p. 143: “By whom [Filmer’s] Doctrine came at first to be 
broach’d, and brought in fashion amongst us (…), I leave to Historians to relate, or to the Memory of those 
who were Contemporaries with Sibthorpe and Manwering to recollect.” 

431 Ibid., p. 122.  

432 Ibid., pp. 519-24. 
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and on the royal usurpers abetted by them?433 None of the abovementioned radical Whig tracts dared to 

apologize for the Civil War. But then again, Sidney’s text was never published, and even in unpublished 

form, it brought about the death of its author. In violating this taboo, Sidney ultimately helped confirm it. 

 Thirdly, Sidney’s Discourses went further than most other radical Whig tracts in attributing these 

neo-Laudian errors explicitly to the abuse of learning. To be sure, Sidney did endorse the Platonic notion 

that politics would be perfected once kings became philosophers and philosophers kings.434 But Sidney also 

acknowledged, together with Plato, that such a superlatively wise and virtuous prince was almost as rare 

as the phoenix.435 A much more common reality, Sidney thought, was the kind of unnatural learning that had 

ruined England under the early Stuarts, and which threatened similar ruin in the present. On Sidney’s view, 

the reign of King James I represented the first experiment in the political weaponization of “law and 

gospel.”436 Sidney also blamed the outbreak of the Civil War on newfangled legal maxims, which had allowed 

Charles I to give plausible pretext for his predations.437 The degeneration of England since the Restoration 

followed the same pattern of destructive ideation: the plain “truth” was “evident to common sense,” which 

immediately explained why the “Jesuitical sophistry” of Filmer and his passive-obedience associates was 

so “obscure,” and why the laws of Restoration England were so vast and uncertain.438  

 Sidney’s concern over the misuse of learning by a corrupt prince was mostly a powerful 

undercurrent in the Discourses, informing the tone and argumentative direction but without receiving full 

explication. That is, until that extraordinary section, III.19, in which Sidney delivered a full-throttled philippic 

against the corrupt intellectuals that had aided and abetted the Stuart dynasty. In characterizing corrupt 
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government, Sidney carefully reproduced the radical Whig view of the Restoration university: the corrupt 

magistrate “will always by tricks, artifices, cavils, and all means possible endeavour to establish falsehood 

and dishonesty; whilst other emissaries and instruments of iniquity, by corrupting the youth, and seducing 

such as can be brought to lewdness and debauchery, bring the people to such a pass, that they may neither 

care nor dare to vindicate their rights.”439 Servants of good government “teach men what they ought to do, 

suffer, or expect from others.” The instruments of ill government, by contrast, “teach such evasions, 

equivocation and frauds, as are inconsistent with the thoughts that become men of virtue and courage.”440 

In turn, tyrants actively courted such abilities: 

The principal marks of [the tyrant’s] favour are reserved for those who are the most 
industrious in mischief, either by seducing the people with the allurements of 
sensual pleasures, or corrupting their understandings by false and slavish 
doctrines. By this means a man who calls himself a philosopher or a divine, is often 
more useful than a great number of tapsters, cooks, buffoons, players, fiddlers, 
whores or bawds. These are the Devil’s ministers of a lower order (...) but the 
principal supporters of his kingdom, are they, who by false doctrines poison the 
springs of religion and virtue, and by preaching or writing (if their falsehood and 
wickedness were not detected) would extinguish all principles of common honesty, 
and bring whole nations to be best satisfied with themselves, when their actions 
are most abominable.441 

By mentioning the “philosopher” and the “divine” in one breath, Sidney made clear that his target was 

broader than simply the “High Church” ecclesiology described by Mark Goldie and Justin Champion: high-

flying clergymen were dangerous not simply for their ecclesiastical influence but for their wit and learning.442 

Perhaps that should not surprise us in an author who had survived the Civil Wars on the Parliamentarian 

side, and who had maintained its signature opposition to the “bishop” and the “lawyer” throughout the 1660s. 

Whenever later disciples of the Whig tradition, on both sides of the Atlantic, read Algernon Sidney’s 

Discourses concerning government, they read a text which assumed the anti-intellectual posture of 

Interregnum Parliamentarianism and radical Exclusionism. 
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c. The Tory reaction, 1683-1687 

Shaftesbury’s efforts to “Exclude” the Duke of York were thwarted when King Charles II prorogued 

Parliament, not to recall it for the remainder of his reign. Alarmed by the escalating radicalism of the 

Exclusion Whigs’ “left” flank and strengthened by the discovery of a plot to murder the King and his brother 

(the “Rye House Plot”), the Tories embarked on a ferocious counteroffensive from 1683 onward. The “Tory 

reaction” began with the execution of Algernon Sidney and the staunchly Whiggish Lord Russell in the 

summer of 1683. On July 21, 1683 – the same day as Russell’s execution – the University of Oxford 

broadcast its status as the doctrinal defender of the Restoration monarchy in a declaration known as the 

“Oxford Decree.” In the Oxford Decree, the university expressly condemned any work that denied the 

doctrine of passive obedience. It heaped special censure on Samuel Johnson’s Julian and Thomas Hunt’s 

Postscript.443 The colleges gathered all copies of these and other Whiggish tracts in a city square, where 

they were burned by the common hangman. The Oxford Decree communicated nothing substantially new, 

except an extremely rigorous interpretation and enforcement of the Act of Uniformity of 1662.  

 Simultaneously, the pulpits began to boom with a flurry of high-flying sermons to reconfirm the axiom 

of passive obedience and to exorcise the specter of radical Whiggery. Thomas Pomfret’s Passive 

obedience, stated and asserted (1683), Samuel Parker’s Religion and loyalty (1684), and James Ellesby’s 

The doctrine of passive obedience (1685) all shared that same purpose.444 To tilt the playing-field once 

more, censorship was resumed. Yet in the absence of a Parliament to renew the Licensing Act, Charles II 

now began to rely on his judges to silence recalcitrant printing presses. Law became the Restoration 

regime’s pre-eminent tool in the suppression of Whiggery. A recent study has shown that even defunct 

ecclesiastical courts from before the Civil War were reanimated by the Tories to expand the legal front 
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James Ellesby, The doctrine of passive obedience: asserted in a sermon… (London: 1685). 



 

124 
   

against the Exclusionists.445 In this way, the old instruments of Stuart supremacy – the pulpits, the presses, 

the universities, and the law-courts – all reaffirmed their allegiance to the post-1662 Restoration settlement. 

They continued to do so in the first two years of the reign of Charles’s brother James, who was crowned the 

second of his name in 1685. 

 Stunningly, however, by 1687 the passive-obedience doctrinaires had become so disaffected with 

their monarch as to invite the Dutch Stadtholder William III to replace James II as king of England, an event 

known in history as the “Glorious Revolution.” What had happened? While the Tories had always been keen 

to emphasize the difference between their own brand of Anglicanism and Roman Catholicism, king James 

II was a professed Catholic. James surrounded himself with French or Francophile advisors and “Gallican” 

Catholic political theorists, such as the Jesuit Edward Petre. No matter how “High Church” or royalist a 

posture the Tories assumed, they could not compete with the Gallicans’ magnification of royal prerogative. 

As the historian Steve Pincus has recently pointed out, according to the Gallican theory of monarchy, 

subjects owed their ruler not only a passive obedience, but also an active obedience to every command.446 

James’s Gallican advisors held, for example, that if a monarch waged an unjust war on the House of 

Commons, then the subject had a duty not only to abstain from protesting or rebelling, but to conscript in 

the monarch’s service. Even “High Church” Tories were unwilling to preach up the royal power to that extent: 

even for them, the House of Commons was still a significant (although subordinate) constitutional body. To 

their great dismay, many of them were eventually sidelined or replaced by the ambitious king James II.447 

James’s dismissal of passive-obedience Toryism began at court, but eventually spread to the printing 

presses and the universities. Whereas Charles II had given the rabidly Anglican Roger L’Estrange a 

licensing carte blanche to suppress non-Anglican literature, his brother James instead foisted a Catholic 

 
445 See Kit Mercer, “Ecclesiastical discipline and the crisis of the 1680s: prosecuting Protestant Dissent in 
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printing press upon the rabidly Anglican Oxford.448 But the ultimate ingratitude, from the “High Church” 

perspective, came with James’s assault on Oxford’s Christ Church College and Magdalen College in 1687. 

 In both cases, James used his brother’s legal tactics of disenfranchisement to depose and install 

college fellows at will. In both cases, respected Tory dons were summarily replaced by inexperienced 

Catholic loyalists, while the stated wishes and ancient legal protections of the fellows were disregarded. In 

contrast to the Christ Church case, however, the case of the ejection of the Magdalen fellows became a 

national cause célèbre, thanks primarily to the greater influence of its victims.449 The assault on Magdalen 

College was widely regarded as one of the precipitating affronts of the Glorious Revolution. Shortly 

afterwards, the Tory establishment (grudgingly) gave their indispensable assent to the overtures that would 

lead, in 1688, to the arrival of William III of Orange and the retreat of James II. After the installation of 

William, Whiggery returned from exile. However, the Whig movement would be profoundly divided, in the 

coming years, on how to interpret the revolution: as a “glorious” event or as a lost opportunity. As Mark 

Goldie has shown, 1688-94 was the period in which the chasm between a mainstream “Court Whig” and a 

radical “Old” or “True Whig” ideology widened.450 Yet pace Goldie, the post-revolutionary rift within Whiggism 

had its origin in the divergence between the moderate Shaftesburians and the radical Exclusionists during 

the early 1680s. Just like in the early 1680s, the status of England’s learned establishment turned out to be 

one of the crucial dividing issues in post-revolutionary Whiggery. 

 

IV. The Glorious Revolution and the Whig schism, 1688-1694 

Long ago, the great historians Thomas Babington Macaulay and George Macaulay Trevelyan noted the 

irony of a Stuart monarch clashing with a ferociously Tory university establishment. “The great moral and 

intellectual influence of the English Universities had been strenuously exerted on the side of the Crown,” 
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Macaulay exclaimed. “Such were the bodies which James now determined to insult and plunder.”451 

Trevelyan similarly noted that James “failed to remember that the Universities, and especially Oxford, were 

the intellectual and spiritual source of those loyalist and High Tory doctrines to which he had owed his 

unconditional accession to the throne.”452 What fewer historians have noted is that this irony was also keenly 

appreciated by the radical Whigs who scrambled back to the surface in Williamite England to resume their 

siege against the “High Church” Tory intellectual regime. 

 

a. Two rival interpretations of the Glorious Revolution: Court vs. Old Whiggery 

The Glorious Revolution had represented the belated triumph of the Shaftesburian program of limited 

Exclusion. One unpalatable royal successor had simply been replaced (through the complicated 

constitutional fiction of “abdication”) by a more acceptable one. In 1689, a very meagre Toleration Act was 

squeezed out of Parliament, to relieve the Dissenters from the worst excesses of “High Church” oppression. 

Additionally, a Bill of Rights was signed into law to confirm England’s commitment to Protestantism and 

lawful monarchy, which restrained the classic Stuart danger of legal abuse. But otherwise, England’s post-

1662 intellectual regime was left largely intact. The Licensing Act remained in force until at least 1695, Tory 

control over the universities was reconfirmed, and the “High Church” clergymen that had been most vocal 

in their support of passive obedience relinquished none of their authority.  

 After 1688, the Whig majority – the heirs of Shaftesbury’s moderate platform – celebrated the 

revolution as a truly “glorious” event, precisely for its prudent co-optation of the Tories. These Court Whigs 

did not hesitate to soak up lucrative positions and grants from king William, which they considered their just 

wages for defending England against a Roman Catholic and despotic monarchy.453 However, from 1688 

onward, these mainstream or Court Whigs were increasingly harangued by their more radical Whig brethren 
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for complacency and hypocrisy. In contrast to the self-serving “modern” or “Court” Whigs, these more radical 

figures insisted that they were living up to the “True” or “Old” principles of Whiggery, which to them meant 

an uncompromising hostility to “High Church” Tory doctrine, in pulpit, press, and university.454 According to 

the True or Old Whigs – the descendants of the Parliamentarians and radical Exclusion Whigs and the 

ancestors of the American Revolutionaries – the revolution would not be complete until the purge of 

England’s learned establishment.455 

 Unsurprisingly, given these diverging assumptions, the two rival strands of Whiggery developed 

competing accounts of one of the key events that had ignited the revolution: James’s assault on Magdalen 

College, Oxford. The Court Whig view interpreted James’s assault as an unforgivable violation of property 

rights, which was rightly answered by revolution. By law, the fellows of Magdalen College had a property 

right in their university appointment. Since this had been one of the most uncontested privileges in the realm 

– no king had ever failed to confirm it – James’s violation of that right meant that no private property in 

England was safe, and his subjects therefore had no other option but to rebel. This view was taken for 

instance by the devotedly Williamite clergyman Gilbert Burnet. Burnet’s History of his own time was begun 

in 1683, and when it was finally published in 1724, it instantly became a canonical statement of mainstream 

Whig principles. In the History’s account of James’s proceedings, Burnet depicted the assault on Magdalen 

College as a lawless violation of “sacred” Church “privileges” and “possessions.”456 The Williamite loyalist 

and Court physician James Welwood similarly characterized “that Affair of Magdalen College” as “one of the 

 
454 Cf. Goldie, “Roots of true Whiggism,” p. 207: “the [Old Whigs] believed, rightly, that their enemy was not 
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most open invasions of Property that could be.”457 Significantly, this Court Whig view was essentially a 

restatement of the position of the Tory clergymen themselves. The Magdalen College fellows’ main line of 

defense against James’s onslaught had been to insist on the sanctity of (their) property rights.458 Likewise, 

one of the ultimatums the Tory bishops delivered to James II on the eve of the revolution was that he restore 

the Magdalen fellows “to their Property in that College.”459 On this Court Whig and Tory view, then, the 

problem was instantly solved as soon as William and his wife Mary assented to the Bill of Rights, 

guaranteeing the inviolability of the Englishman’s property rights. 

 The other main element of the Court Whig (and Tory) account was that the university fellows had 

been blameless victims, sacrificed on the altar of Roman Catholicism and arbitrary rule. On this account, 

the evil of “popery” which had threatened the college fellows was externalized as an alien Jesuitical element 

limited to James’s court. So Burnet ended another influential pamphlet with a wishful ode to “the great and 

learned Body which has so triumphed over Popery in their late Contests with it.” Burnet congratulated the 

university for successfully escaping the “narrow Notions of an unbounded Loyalty,” not of passive-obedience 

Tories, but of James’s Jesuit advisors.460 The same falsification of history was attempted by Welwood, who 

attributed “the unaccountable Doctrine of Passive Obedience” which had confounded James’s reign to 

“Jesuitick Counsels.” Welwood’s hugely popular Memoirs (1700) summarized the standard Court Whig and 

Tory position in asserting that Magdalen College was “one of the Noblest Foundations that perhaps was 

ever erected to Learning in the World,” while its fellows were “a Set of Worthy and Learned Men turn’d out 

of their Freeholds.”461  

 
457 James Welwood, An answer to the late King James’s Declaration… (1689), in: A Collection of State 
Tracts, Vol. 2 (London: 1707), p. 63. 

458 J.R. Bloxam (ed.), Magdalen College and King James II, 1686-1688: A Series of Documents (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1886), pp. 56-58, 166-67. 

459 [Anon.], An account of the late proposals of the Archbishop of Canterbury, with some other bishops, to 
his Majesty (1688), in: Somers Tracts, Vol. 1 (London: 1748), p. 290. 

460 Gilbert Burnet, An enquiry into the present state of affairs… (London: 1689), pp. 15-16. 

461 James Welwood, Memoirs… (London: 1700), p. 206. How closely Welwood’s Court Whig view resembled 
the most extreme Tory position was demonstrated by Robert Ferguson’s Jacobite The history of the 
revolution ([London?]: 1706). Ferguson favorably compared “the great Learning and Sagacity” of the High 
Church clergy to the feeble impostures of the Jesuits (p. 1). He described the Magdalen College affair as 
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 Predictably enough, given their anti-intellectual heritage, the Old Whigs formulated a rather less 

rosy account of the Magdalen College affair and, by implication, a rather less rosy account of the significance 

of the Glorious Revolution. The Old Whigs did not deny that James’s assault on the Magdalen College 

fellows constituted a lawless seizure of property. In fact, they provided some of the most eloquent 

articulations of that view.462 However, they were keen to add that the “High Church” Tories at the universities 

had been perfectly comfortable with such predations until their own privileges were targeted. Hence, on the 

Old Whig view, Magdalen College became not just a demonstration of James’s authoritarianism, but a neat 

illustration of the “High Church” (university) establishment’s hypocrisy.463 The Old Whigs jeered that the 

university fellows had apparently forgotten their cherished doctrine of passive obedience once they 

themselves became the target of lawless government.464 If passive obedience had been practiced 

consistently, the Magdalen College affair could never have provided a legitimate ground for armed 

resistance. Even a professedly moderate commentator had to admit that the very fact of the Tories’ rebellion 

had proven the “impracticability” of their own maxims.465   

 The upshot of the Old Whig interpretation of the Magdalen College affair was that the injured fellows 

of Oxbridge were not blameless, as the Court Whigs and Tories had maintained, but deeply complicit in 

 
an “Invasion of Liberty and Property” and a “terrible Instance of the Effect of Popery, Slavery, and arbitrary 
Power” (p. 17). 

462 See, e.g., Samuel Johnson, A second five year’s struggle against popery and tyranny… (London: 1689), 
p. 262; Robert Ferguson, A brief justification of the Prince of Orange’s descent into England… (London: 
1689), p. 20; John Hampden, Some considerations… (1692), in: A Collection of State Tracts, Vol. 2 (London: 
1707), pp. 309-10. 

463 Cf. [Anon.], An argument for self-defence, written about the year 1687… (London: 1710), p. 15: “I hope 
Nobody will think this Argument sufficiently answer’d by producing the Homilies of our Church, or the Oxford 
Decree against it; for I must beg him to grant me, that Nobody, of Men, however Learned or Impartial in their 
Search of Truth, are Infallible… Besides, till I see the Practice of the Church and University agreeable to 
those Rules [contained in the homilies and Oxford Decree] I shall not take much Pains to reconcile my 
Doctrine to ‘em.” Emphasis added. 

464 E.g., Samuel Johnson, An argument proving, that the abrogation of King James… was according to the 
constitution (London: 1689), pp. 7-10, 264-67; [James Welwood], A modest inquiry into the causes of the 
present disasters in England… (1690), in: A Collection of State Tracts, Vol. 2 (London: 1707), p. 96; [Anon.], 
The parable of the three jackdaws… (1696), in: Harleian Miscellany, Vol. 10 (London: 1810), pp. 248-49; 
[Anon.], A free discourse wherein the doctrines which make for tyranny are display’d (London: 1697), pp. 
23-24; John Trenchard, A short history of standing armies in England (London: 1698), p. 18. Even though 
Welwood was a Court Whig, his Modest inquiry was uncharacteristically radical, almost eliciting a lawsuit 
from William’s Tory advisors (cf. Goldie, “The roots,” p. 221). 

465 [Anon.], An essay upon the original and designe of magistracie… ([Edinburgh?]: 1689), 9-11. 
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Jacobite “popery” and “arbitrary government.” In line with these conclusions, several Old Whig pamphleteers 

began to shrewdly reimagine the Court Whig and Tory emphasis on possession and property rights in 

explaining the dispute between the Tory universities and James’s Catholic court. The appropriate image for 

this dispute, these Old Whig pamphleteers now suggested, was not that of an innocent victim’s struggle 

against a robber, but rather that of a quarrel among thieves over the spoils of crime.466 This provocative twist 

also suggested, of course, that James’s Catholic advisors and “High Church” Tories had been thick as 

thieves from 1685 until the assault on the universities in 1687. Indeed, the damage which the years 1685-

87 had done for the Tory position – and the extent to which these years had strengthened radical Whigs in 

their suspicions – cannot be overstated. “High Church” Tories, those self-proclaimed guardians of 

Protestantism, had made common cause with an openly Catholic court to destroy Parliamentary power and 

magnify the prerogative. From the late 1680s onward, therefore, the Old Whigs felt that the trope of the 

“Tantivy” had been entirely vindicated. James’s early reign had demonstrated that there had never been a 

real difference de facto between “High Church” passive-obedience men and Catholic active-obedience men. 

Consequently, the Old Whigs revived the radical Exclusion argument that the “High Church” doctrine of 

passive obedience was as genuine a form of “popery” as Roman Catholicism itself, with the two often going 

hand in hand.467 As one pamphleteer pithily summarized: “passive obedience is popery established by 

law.”468 

 The Old Whig view also carried profound implications for one’s interpretation of the Glorious 

Revolution itself, and of the Williamite regime founded on it. The Old Whig emphasis on the “popery” of the 

doctrine of passive obedience established a disturbing continuity between the excesses of James II’s reign 

and that of the three prior Stuarts, who had all promoted the same theory of royal authority. Conversely, the 

revolutionary project was recast as a protracted struggle, going back to Parliamentarianism and radical 

Exclusionism, against the ideological bigotry of Stuart rule since the accession of James I. From this angle, 

 
466 [Anon.], Plain English… (London: 1690), p. 24; [Anon.], A free discourse, p. 20. 

467 See, e.g., Ferguson, Brief justification, p. 21; James Tyrrell, Bibliotheca politica… (London: 1694), p. 4; 
Samuel Johnson, Notes upon (…) the pastoral letter (London: 1694), pp. 55, 61-62. 

468 [Anon.], The doctrine of passive obedience, and jure divino, disproved (1689), in: Harleian Miscellany, 
Vol. 9 (London: 1810), p. 376. 
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the events of 1688-89 suddenly looked neither “Glorious” nor “revolutionary.” William had immediately 

restored the “High Church” clergy to their “property” in the university, just like the Court Whigs and Tories 

had demanded. The passive-obedience clergymen were left to their pulpits, even though many were led by 

their pet doctrine to condemn William’s regime and profess their loyalty to James II.469 Even the hated 

Licensing Act was renewed under William’s auspices, until at least 1695. 

 The Old Whigs expressed their disillusionment by reanimating the familiar language of 

Parliamentarian and Exclusionist anti-intellectualism in the new context of William’s Protestant rule. One 

pamphleteer observed the unabated self-interestedness of the university tutors.470 Another revived the 

radical Dissenter trope, drawn straight from the Civil War era, that mechanical laborers pursued a more 

honest calling, and made for more loyal subjects, than the disaffected drones that still swarmed about the 

universities.471 Even the consistently moderate Sir William Temple, who had served King Charles II as a 

diplomat, remarked in his famous Essay upon the ancient and modern learning (1690) that the progress of 

real learning in modern England had been halted by the self-interestedness of princes and the venality of 

scholars.472 The Reverend Samuel Johnson, who had resurfaced after the revolution as the new regime’s 

most passionate internal critic, went even further in recapturing the populist rhetoric of Parliamentarian anti-

intellectualism.473 “Popish and Protestant Tyranny are alike,” explained Johnson in his Notes upon the 

Pastoral Letter (1694), and “their Effects are the same,” as the late coups in Sweden and Denmark had 

demonstrated. According to Johnson, the only difference was that “Protestant Tyranny stole in upon this 

 
469 The heart of the case of these so-called “non-jurors”– the hardline Tory clergymen who remained loyal 
to James and refused to swear allegiance to William – was to insist that a consistent adherence to passive 
obedience would indeed have precluded resistance to James, as the “Old” Whigs had pointed out. A key 
text was Abednego Seller’s The history of passive obedience since the Reformation (Amsterdam: 1689), 
which took up the favorite Tory pastime of demonstrating the long pedigree of passive obedience – this time 
within the Church of England. 

470 [Anon.], A letter from Oxford… (London: 1692). 

471 [Anon.], A discourse concerning mechanick industry (1689), in: A Collection of State Tracts, Vol. 2 
(London: 1707), pp. 139-40. 

472 William Temple, The works of Sir William Temple…, Vol. 1 (London: 1731), pp. 166-69. Even though 
Temple was not really a Whig, his dismissal of “modern learning” became extremely famous in the 
eighteenth century. Both John Adams and Thomas Jefferson had access; both owned a copy of the 1731 
edition of Temple’s works. 

473 Cf. Goldie, “Roots of true Whiggism,” p. 228. 
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Nation,” while the attempts of “Popish Tyranny” had been much clumsier.474 Both kinds of tyranny advanced 

through sophistries, and both resulted in arbitrary government. Those Court Whigs and Tories who had tried 

to reconcile the post-revolutionary regime with the tyrannical doctrines of jure divino and passive obedience 

had perpetrated a Protestant “English Priestcraft” far more blatant than any “Romish” one.475 

For all Englishmen in their pure Naturals know without studying, That a Tyrant or 
Usurper is no King, and that a King is some Highly lawful Person placed at the 
Head of the Common-wealth for the Good of it, these Notions they suck in with 
their first English Air and Mother's Milk; and even the People that follow the Plough 
know that a Tyrant or Usurper is some base Outlandish thing, that cannot stand in 
an English Proclamation… and therefore they must needs know at first sight, that 
a King whose Authority is Antecedent to the Law (…) is an invented and studied 
King… I cannot but scorn the Improvements of such Studies.476 

 It was in this context of Old Whig backlash against King William’s rehabilitation of the Tory 

intellectual regime that two seminal texts of the Whig canon came to be written. These were John Locke’s 

Some thoughts concerning education (1693) and Sir Robert Molesworth’s Account of Denmark (1694). 

 

b. John Locke’s Some Thoughts concerning Education and Robert Molesworth’s 

Account of Denmark 

As we saw, John Locke remained remarkably loyal to Oxford throughout his life. It was not until Some 

thoughts concerning education (1693), in the relative safety of Williamite England, that Locke finally allowed 

himself a (rather muted) critique of the university system. Locke’s Thoughts were hugely popular in the 

eighteenth-century Anglophone world. As an educational program, its influence easily rivalled Rousseau’s 

oeuvre. Yet few of Locke’s later readers were likely to understand the radical circumstances from which the 

Thoughts had emerged. For the Thoughts were effectively an expanded version of the kind of epistolary 

 
474 Johnson, Notes, p. 4-6. 

475 Ibid., p. 55. Johnson also answered the non-juring case in anti-intellectual terms. In his Reflections on 
the history of passive obedience (London: 1689), Johnson replied to Seller (see above) that passive 
obedience could not be found in any authoritative statement of Anglican principles, “unless it be the 
Censures of our Universities” – especially the “Oxford Decree” – but “every Body knows what cheap things 
those are” (pp. 4-5). Italics in original. 

476 Ibid., p. 57. Note Johnson’s acknowledgment, in this and the previous quotation, of the link between 
“priestcraft” and tendentious “studies.” 
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advice Locke had given, from the later 1670s to the early 1690s, to his well-connected Whiggish 

acquaintances, counseling them on alternative methods of education. During this period, many Whigs tried 

to flee the stifling consequences of the Act of Uniformity, and many of them contacted Locke to beg him for 

educational advice or for his private tutorship of their children.477 After the Oxford Decree and his own 

expulsion from the university, Locke felt urged, in 1684, to reply to the importunities of his friends Mary and 

Edward Clarke with a more comprehensive plan for proper education. That plan formed the basis for the 

Thoughts, which were published almost a decade later. The Thoughts contained many suggestions, 

including an emphasis on the building of moral character, a long list of essential books, and even dietary 

and cosmetic recommendations.478 However, the most conspicuous feature of Locke’s educational plan, 

especially in the context of the 1690s, was its complete omission of any role for the university in breeding 

virtuous Englishmen.479 

 Locke’s Thoughts were, at bottom, a manual for Whig homeschooling. In the 1670s and 1680s, 

such a manual would have marked out its author as a generic Whig, but no more. Moderate and radical 

Exclusionists alike deemed the universities unfit places to send their offspring. But by expanding and 

publishing his ideas on homeschooling in 1693, Locke was effectively reminding his fellow countrymen of 

how little the situation had improved since the height of the “Tory reaction” in 1684. Just like Nedham’s 

publication of The excellencie of a free-state under Cromwellian rule had given that text a radical new 

meaning, so did Locke’s publication of the Thoughts in 1693 silently condemn the Williamite regime.480 Many 

of Locke’s contemporaries certainly got the hint. Upon reading the Thoughts, the Whig philosopher James 

Tyrrell wrote a letter to Locke in which he anticipated a “malicious” reaction from “pedantic Schoolmasters” 

and university tutors.481 Furthermore, after 1693, the stream of epistolary requests Locke received swelled 

 
477 See, e.g., Locke, Correspondence, Letters 316, 321, 782, 1711. 

478 John Locke, Some thoughts concerning education (London: 1693), pp. 12-23, 187-89, 210-12, 219-24, 
240-41. 

479 Given the Straussians’ usual emphasis on meaningful silences, it is surprising that Nathan Tarcov’s 
Locke’s Education for Liberty (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 1999), pp. 3-4, makes only passing reference 
to this fact. 

480 See Chapter 2, Section IV.a, of this dissertation. 

481 Locke, Correspondence, Letter 1665. 
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both in volume and in intensity. In 1695, one correspondent of Locke’s felt comfortable enough to preface 

his request for educational advice with an arch-Whiggish rant against the “Carelessnesse as well as the 

Debaucherys of the Universitys,” which made these places unsuitable for the breeding “of a Sober and 

Intelligent Gentry, as well as of a Learn’d and Religious Clergye…”482  

 The Thoughts established Locke’s contemporary reputation as a radical Whig committed to 

university reform.483 Locke’s eighteenth-century readers had little access to this correspondence, however. 

They also had a much less fine-grained awareness of textual history. They therefore assumed, with the bulk 

of scholarship until the 1960s, that the Two treatises were Locke’s authoritative (and positive) commentary 

on the Glorious Revolution. Even so, it is possible that some eighteenth-century readers of the Thoughts 

were struck by the dissimilarity between the existing English and American university systems, on the one 

hand, and the educational recommendations of their Whiggish hero, on the other. Any application of Locke’s 

Thoughts to the eighteenth-century situation could only have fueled one’s frustration with the prevailing 

mode of university education. 

 In comparison to Locke’s Thoughts, Sir Robert Molesworth’s frontal assault on England’s university 

system looked especially brutal. Molesworth defined what it was to be a True or Old Whig. He did so both 

figuratively, through his political activity, and literally, in the preface to his Francogallia (1721).484 

Molesworth’s radical Whig credentials were not established by the Francogallia, however. For in 1694, he 

had already published his massively influential An account of Denmark as it was in the year 1692. 

Molesworth’s Account became an instant bestseller upon publication in England. It also became a central 

text in the transatlantic Whig canon, thanks largely to the proselytism of the militantly Whiggish “norm 

entrepreneur” Thomas Hollis.485 As the historian Justin Champion has noted, Hollis was especially 

 
482 Locke, Correspondence, Letter 1930. 

483 See also Mark Goldie, “John Locke on the Glorious Revolution: a new document,” History of Political 
Thought, Vol. 42, No. 1 (2021), pp. 74-97, which suggests a radical turn in Locke’s thought around 1690. 

484 Robert Molesworth, Francogallia (London: 1721), translator’s preface. This definition of “Real” Whiggery 
was published independently in 1775 as The principles of a real Whig. This work, too, became hugely 
influential in revolutionary America. 

485 According to Justin Champion, “Introduction,” in: Molesworth, Account, ed. Champion, p. xii, Benjamin 
Franklin, James Madison, John Adams and Thomas Jefferson all owned a copy. 
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impressed by the Account’s preface. In his own copies of Molesworth’s works, Hollis referred to the preface 

as a “Golden” text, and one “of the most manly, & noble Compositions, in their kind, in the English 

Language.” Hollis, an ardent Old Whig himself, praised Robert Molesworth as the author who most 

accurately captured “My Faith.”486 So what was the Account about, and what made its preface so special? 

 Molesworth’s Account provided a gripping narrative of the recent decline into arbitrary government 

that had occurred in a nation eerily similar to England: the Kingdom of Denmark. A coup d’état in any other 

nation might easily have been explained as just another chapter in an unfolding tragedy of absolutist 

expansion across Europe, to which England provided the glorious exception. But when Denmark fell to the 

ambitions of its monarch in 1660, this was immediately recognized as an especially alarming case. Denmark 

shared with England a Germanic cultural heritage of “ancient liberty,” a broadly similar geography, and a 

“mixed” constitutional design. Denmark’s sudden decline into tyranny therefore became a warning sign that 

a similar catastrophe might befall England, too. By narrating Denmark’s recent decline into arbitrary rule, 

then, Molesworth was simultaneously warning his fellow countrymen against the illusion of safety.  

What made Molesworth’s Account truly subversive, however, was the distinctive angle from which 

it investigated Denmark’s descent into tyranny. For Molesworth’s special message in the Account was that 

Denmark demonstrated that certain forms of Protestantism often produced more oppressive tyrannies than 

Roman Catholicism. “It has been a great Mistake among us,” Molesworth proclaimed in the conclusion, 

“That the Popish Religion is the only one, of all the Christian Sects, proper to introduce and establish Slavery 

in a Nation.”487 Echoing a point broached in Milton’s antiprelatical tracts, Molesworth observed that Roman 

Catholics had often undermined royal pretensions, especially of those monarchs who had charted a course 

independent from Rome.488 The real danger, and this was the crucial point, was “not Popery as such, but 

the Doctrine of a blind Obedience in what Religion soever it be found.”489 That was popery in the truest 

sense. Whereas Roman Catholic priests had often resisted grasping princes, the case was far different for 

 
486 Champion, “Introduction,” p. xvii. 

487 Molesworth, Account, ed. Champion, p. 156. 

488 Ibid., p. 157. Cf. John Milton, The reason of church-government urg’d against prelaty (London: 1642), p. 
61. 

489 Molesworth, Account, ed. Champion, p. 156. 
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the Erastian church-governments “in Denmark, as well as other Protestant Countries of the North.” In such 

Northern countries, including Lutheran Denmark, there was an “entire and sole dependence of the Clergy 

upon the Prince.” More accurately, this was a co-dependence or “Contract” between clergy and monarch, 

with “great advantage of both sides,” as Molesworth explained in a key chapter on “How the Kingdom of 

Denmark Became Hereditary and Absolute.”490 The decisive moment of Denmark’s fall was the Lutheran 

clergy’s decision to preach up the royal usurper’s “new Authority… expecting with reason the like Favour 

and Protection from the King.”491 The clergy succeeded in indoctrinating the Danes into the “Principles and 

Doctrine (…) of  unlimited Obedience” because of Denmark’s “Unity of Religion, and of the Opinions, 

together with the Authority of the Priests, [which] seems to have cut away the root of Sedition, from whence 

Alteration might proceed.”492  

Even if Molesworth had declined to offer explicit parallels, his readers would have immediately 

grasped the relevance of the Account of Denmark to the English situation. The point about “certain forms of 

Protestantism” being more conducive to tyranny than papism itself was an unmistakable nod to a long 

tradition of radical discourse – from Parliamentarianism through Exclusion to Old Whiggery – which had 

denounced High Churchmanship as the true bane of English freedom. Even without explanation, the Danish 

clergy’s doctrine of a “blind” or “unlimited” obedience would have been instantly recognized, in an English 

context, as the Laudian shibboleth of passive obedience.493 Denmark’s mutually advantageous “contract” 

between tyrant and clergy found its English parallel in the co-dependence between Stuart monarchy and 

episcopacy (as in the Jacobean slogan “No bishop, no king!”). And the curious phrase “unity of religion and 

 
490 Ibid., p. 56. 

491 Ibid. 

492 Ibid., p. 160. Cf. p. 152: “The vast convenience to any Prince of having all his Subjects of one Opinion, 
is visible in Denmark… This cuts off occasion of Rebellion and Mutiny from many, who otherwise would 
desire it… As long as the Priests are entirely dependant upon the Crown, and the People absolutely 
governed by the Priests in Matters of Conscience, as they are here, the Prince may be as Arbitrary as he 
pleases, without running any risque from his Subjects: in due consideration of which benefit, the Clergy are 
very much favoured…” 

493 Cf. Ibid., p. 64: the Danish clergy “are still much encouraged by the Court, as the Instruments that first 
promoted, and now keep the People in a due Temper of Slavery; the Passive Obedience Principle riding 
Triumphant in this unhappy Kingdom.” Emphasis added. 
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of the opinions” was a reference to England’s very own Act of Uniformity of 1662, which had expressly 

established a “unity” or “uniformity” of religion and of opinion, in pulpit and university. 

For good measure, however, Molesworth made such parallels explicit in several incredibly 

incendiary passages. In one passage, Molesworth noted that the Danish king allowed his clergy to be “as 

bigotted as they please; which indeed they are to a very great degree” – except, that is, towards “the Church 

of England.” For between the Danish and the English Church “there is no Essential Difference,” to the extent 

that the Danish clergy have even called for a “union” between the two Churches.494 One aspect of this 

Danish-English convergence, Molesworth explained in another subversive passage, was the “Doctrine of a 

blind Obedience,” which in England had been temporarily thwarted by “the late King James’s Attempts to 

bring in Popery.” In a perverse way, James II’s dismissal of passive-obedience Tories had been “the principal 

thing which rescued our Liberties from being entirely swallowed up.”495 This was a devious inversion of the 

Court Whig and Tory narrative of the Glorious Revolution, and an even more radical move than the Old 

Whiggish minimization of the differences between James II and his immediate predecessors. But 

Molesworth’s real punchline came in a chapter which considered Denmark’s “State of Religion, of the Clergy, 

and Learning, etc.” In that chapter, Molesworth revealed that the Danish clergy “draw the very best of their 

Divinity (…) out of English Books,” the most respected amongst them having “studied in Oxford.”496 This 

was a shocking reversal of the complacent picture of English exceptionalism. Molesworth here suggested 

that the Laudian university curriculum had in fact inspired the Danish clerical campaign on behalf of tyranny. 

The upshot was abundantly clear. If William’s government continued to support England’s post-1662 

university regime, it jeopardized not only the nation’s future, but the future of all Northern holdouts of political 

and religious liberty.497 

 
494 Ibid., p. 152. The reference to the “bigotry” of the Danish and English clergy was surely a reference to 
the Tories’ oppression of Dissent, and their opposition to the 1689 Toleration Act. 

495 Ibid., p. 152. 

496 Ibid., p. 153. 

497 I disagree with the interpretations of Caroline Robbins, Steve Pincus, and Justin Champion, who read 
the Account, respectively, as a contribution to the standing army controversy, as a call for renewed struggle 
against France, and as a polemic against “priestcraft” of any kind (Robbins, Eighteenth-Century 
Commonwealthman, p. 98; Pincus, 1688, pp. 358 ff; Justin Champion, “Introduction,” pp. xxvii-xxviii, and 
Champion, Pillars of Priestcraft Shaken, pp. 182, 229). I argue instead that Molesworth’s Account must be 
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If the central narrative of the Account was orthodox Old Whiggery dressed up in comparative 

historical garb, the Account’s “golden” preface shed that literary cover. The preface, which Hollis would 

recommend so strongly to his contemporaries, was an exceptionally eloquent and crisp version of the Old 

Whiggish critique of English learning. Molesworth began his preface by noting the forgotten educational 

benefits of travel abroad. Yet there were two types of travel, according to Molesworth, each determined by 

the kind of learning for which it was undertaken. The pernicious kind of travelling was managed by 

“Ecclesiasticks” such as “the Jesuits” and “the Lutheran Priests.” Their objective in travelling was “to learn 

fit Methods to please their Sovereigns at the expense of the People’s Liberties.”498 But just as the anti-

venom to a snake bite is often distilled from the original venom, so the “great Antidote” to the “Poison” of the 

clergy’s epistemic advantage rested in lay travel, in pursuit of “Good Learning.”499 “Good Learning” was the 

kind of moral conviction that produced “patriots” and heroes. Its heyday had been in Ancient Greece and 

Rome and its teachers were “philosophers,” not priests.500  

England, Molesworth believed, was a seedbed of the pernicious type of learning. “The Education of 

Youth (…) has been of late years committed to the sole management of such as make it their business to 

undermine them.” England’s university clergy inculcated “an entire blind Obedience to Authority” through 

the “unintelligible Doctrines of Passive Obedience and Jus Divinum.” They had been every bit as solicitous 

in “pleasing their Sovereigns” as the Jesuits and Lutherans, who were frequent guests at Oxford and 

Cambridge.501 In this light, Molesworth’s remark that England’s “own Universities” had built up an impressive 

stock of “Learning” and generous “travelling Fellowships” was not a compliment, but a sugar-coated 

reproach.502 The point was not to celebrate England’s university establishment. The point was to emphasize 

its similarity to Jesuitical Catholicism and Danish Lutheranism, and to observe how advanced a tyrannical 

 
read in the precise context of Old Whiggish polemic against the survival of neo-Laudian learning in Williamite 
England. 

498 Molesworth, Account, ed. Champion, p. 13. 

499 Ibid., pp. 14, 16. 

500 Ibid., pp. 14-17. 

501 Ibid. 

502 Ibid., p. 20. 
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propaganda machine it had already become. Molesworth conceded that England’s lawyer caste had a 

slightly better track record than the clergy. However, since the reign of James I, several lawyers had equally 

busied themselves in “Reflections, not much in favour of those that made use of it.”503 Molesworth concluded 

the preface with some concrete educational recommendations. He presented his history of Denmark’s 

decline as a kind of travel narrative. Hence, the Account was meant as an example of the kind of salutary 

travel and salutary learning that Molesworth wished to see around him. By acquainting the gentry, in 

historical prose, with the effects of tyranny in a comparable country, the Account would move them to defend 

English liberties.504 

In sum, the Account conveyed the same radical message as Samuel Johnson’s Notes upon the 

Pastoral Letter (also published in 1694), but in a much higher register. Both texts sought to warn the nation 

against the hidden danger of “High Church” popery, which both depicted as more insidious than Roman 

Catholicism itself; both texts located that danger in the trademark Stuart doctrine of passive (Molesworth: 

“blind”) obedience; and both texts attributed that doctrine to the corruption of “learning” (Johnson: 

“studies”).505 Finally, like Johnson’s Notes, the Account had conveniently appeared right before the opening 

of the new Parliament of 1695. Both the Account and the Notes could therefore be read as a call on 

Parliament to purge the universities, and as a call to block the renewal of the Licensing Act, which would 

expire as soon as the new Parliament convened. 

 

V. Licensing controversy, university reform, and the consolidation of the Whig canon: 1695-

1714 

The freedoms which the events of 1688-89 had brought were mainly de facto, not de jure. A cursory glance 

at the footnotes of Section IV reveals that many Old Whiggish pamphlets of the 1690s were written 

anonymously. The reason was the survival of the Licensing Act in William’s England. Despite William’s 
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505 Cf. above, Section IV.a. 
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greater leniency in enforcing the Act, many pamphleteers were still apprehensive of publishing critical views 

under their own name. They were aware that their ability to publish such views in England rested primarily 

on the goodwill of William and his governments. Any change of attitude could lead to swift legal action. The 

same was true for education. After the passing of the Toleration Act of 1689, the number of Dissenting 

academies in England exploded. Although the Toleration Act provided no “legal sanction” for these 

academies, as Craig Rose has noted, many Dissenters wishfully “interpreted the statute as doing just 

that.”506 Not that the Whigs – especially of the radical variety – did not want to set freedom of thought on a 

proper legal footing. In the early eighteenth century, leading Whigs would draft several bills to reform the 

two existing universities and/or to sanction the new Dissenting ones (see below, V.c). But in the 1690s, two 

compounding political setbacks for the Old Whigs effectively shut down the possibility of university reform. 

The first, which we have already seen, was William’s decision to invite Tories and conservative Whigs into 

positions of authority from 1689 to 1693. The second was the death of William’s Whiggishly inclined wife, 

Queen Mary II, in 1695, a few months before the future of the Licensing Act was to be debated in Parliament. 

 

a. Licensing controversy, 1695-1704 

The lapse of the Licensing Act in 1695 coincided unfortunately with the death of Queen Mary II. Mary was 

King James II’s daughter, and her co-rule with her husband William had given the post-revolutionary regime 

a veneer of hereditary respectability and Englishness. Mary was not only the new regime’s main source of 

legitimacy, especially in the eyes of the hardline Tories or “non-jurors,” but also a strong pro-Whiggish 

influence at court. When she died childless, therefore, the Williamite regime suddenly looked more un-

English, more un-hereditary, more dynastically fruitless, weaker, and therefore more in need of Tory support, 

than ever before. In this way, the Tory hand was strengthened considerably, just before the convening of the 

new Parliament in 1695. Among the issues fought out in Parliament over the next couple of years, the 

maintenance of a standing army, in 1697-99, has received the most scholarly attention by far. This is in line 
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141 
   

with scholarly interest in antiarmy ideology as a core element of Anglo-American radical Whiggery.507 

Consequently, a parallel debate during these same years tends to be completely overlooked. For Parliament 

also had to decide on the fate of the Licensing Act: was it to be renewed again, as it had been in 1687 and 

1692, or not? As Ernest Sirluck already observed more than half a century ago, the “licensing controversy” 

of 1695-1704 has been all but “forgotten.”508 

 When it became clear that the continuation of censorship was seriously considered in Parliament, 

several radical Whig luminaries rushed to the quill for objections. John Locke wrote several manuscripts in 

1695 opposing the continuation of licensing. Locke emphasized the overlap between clerical bigotry and 

censorship, reminding his audience that the Act of Uniformity and the Licensing Act had been part of the 

same repressive legal package in 1662.509 From this angle, the Old Whig hobby of attacking the “High 

Church” clergy came to serve an additional purpose: not simply of throwing doubt on the success of the 

Revolution, but also of discrediting any new effort to restrict printing. Milton’s Areopagitica rose to new 

prominence in this period because it, too, had characterized licensing as a clerical sin.510 Charles Blount’s 

Miltonic plagiarism from 1679 was reissued under a new title in 1693.511 Milton’s influence was also evident 

in the influential pamphlet A letter to a member of Parliament (1698), sometimes attributed to Daniel Defoe 

but more plausibly to Matthew Tindal.512 As the full title indicated, the purpose of this pamphlet was to show 

“that a restraint on the press is inconsistent with the Protestant religion, and dangerous to the liberties of 

the nation.” But the author evidently thought it relevant to his purposes to critique the “Priestcraft” of the 

 
507 See Chapter 1, Section II, of this dissertation. 

508 Ernest Sirluck, “Areopagitica and a forgotten licensing controversy,” The Review of English Studies, Vol. 
11, No. 43 (1960), pp. 260-74. 

509 Geoff Kemp, “The ‘end of censorship’ and the politics of toleration, from Locke to Sacheverell,” 
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511 Charles Blount, Reasons humbly offered for the liberty of unlicens’d printing… (London: 1693). Cf. above, 
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512 [Matthew Tindal?], A letter to a member of Parliament, shewing, that a restraint on the press is 
inconsistent with the Protestant religion, and dangerous to the liberties of the nation (London: 1698). For 
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Protestant clergy – whether in “Denmark” and “Sweden,” or in England.513 It was a terrible idea, the author 

argued, to put “not only the Pulpits but the Press in the hands of the Clergy,” because “the generality of 

them are more likely to be guilty of a blind Obedience than the Laity.” Additionally, priests could not be 

impartial censors, since they had a powerful stake in their own orthodoxies. They were “mercenary Soldiers” 

of the quill, having been “sent by their Friends to the Universities, not to try the establish’d Religion (…), but 

to profess it as a Trade they are to earn their bread by.”514 The dangers of a clerically controlled press would 

only be compounded if an arbitrary ruler emerged, as the recent mental enslavement of Europe revealed.  

In that case, “another Generation [of Englishmen] seeing nothing but the Royal Prerogative magnify’d, may 

be bred up with the Opinion of being born Slaves.” “And,” continued the author, “were we not almost brought 

to that pass in the late Reigns?”515 The many parallels between this text and Molesworth’s Account are not 

accidental: it was widely recognized in the mid-1690s that the fight against censorship and the fight against 

“High Church” indoctrination were two sides of the same coin. 

 There was another element to the radical Whigs’ campaign against censorship: the resumed fight 

against the legal profession. Few radical Whigs were likely to forget that jurisprudence had been the Tories’ 

(and Charles II’s) principal instrument of censorship between 1679 and 1685.516 Fulminations against the 

corruptions of lawyers had never been far away in Old Whig discourse. Earlier in this chapter, we noted the 

language of Mene tekel and Sidney’s Court maxims in the 1660s. Sidney’s Discourses had also denounced 

the self-interested complications of the law in the 1680s. However, anti-lawyer rhetoric seems to have 

intensified around the middle of the 1690s, just as the licensing controversy gathered steam. We have 

already seen Molesworth’s critical remarks on the legal and clerical professions, in his Account of 1694. 

When James Tyrrell published his monumental catechism of Whig principles in 1694, the Bibliotheca 

politica, he averred in the dedicatory letter that England had been in greatest danger when “our Pulpits and 

Presses would scarce suffer any other Doctrine to be Preacht or Publisht” than the newfangled Laudian 
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ideas of “those Divines and Lawyers who were [their] first Inventers, or new Vampers.”517 The defiantly titled 

pamphlet A free discourse (1697) contained even more bitter reflections on the “learned Sages of the Law” 

and the “eminent Clergy” who had aided the Stuarts in their tyrannical designs.518 The Old Whig fight against 

censorship, in short, was being waged in these years in the recognizably Parliamentarian register of 

qualified anti-intellectualism. 

  

b. pseudo-Ludlow’s Memoirs 

Censorship, and the broader issue of uninterrupted intellectual repression since 1662, was a powerful but 

underappreciated theme of the political literature that was published at the end of the seventeenth century. 

From 1697 to 1700, a series of texts were rushed into print that would form the backbone of the Whig canon. 

For one, the printer, manuscript collector and freethinker John Toland chose this moment to (re)publish a 

set of particularly radical manuscripts from the preceding decades. Toland edited and published A complete 

collection of the historical, political, and miscellaneous works of John Milton (1698), which he prefaced with 

a biography of Milton; Algernon Sidney’s Discourses concerning government (1698); and James 

Harrington’s complete works (1700). Secondly, Toland also published two highly influential pamphlets of his 

own: The danger of mercenary Parliaments (1698) and The militia reform’d (1699). Finally, it is plausible but 

unproven that Toland was also behind the three-volume forgery called the Memoirs (1698-99). The Memoirs 

were ostensibly a late publication of the recollections of the Parliamentarian commander, regicide, and 

republican exile Edmund Ludlow, who had died in exile in 1692. However, Blair Worden’s discovery of the 

original manuscript has led him to conclude that the real author of the Memoirs, whom I have called pseudo-

Ludlow, “completely rewrote” Ludlow’s text.519  

 
517 Tyrrell, Bibliotheca politica, “The epistle dedicatory.” Emphases added. 
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 Several scholars have read this entire collection of texts, including the Memoirs, as an anthology of 

arguments against the maintenance of a large standing army.520 True enough, most of these texts, including 

Toland’s editions of Milton, Harrington, and Sidney, contained powerful warnings against the standing army. 

And yet, it is also true that Toland’s appended biography of Milton stated most categorically that to entrust 

the power of censorship “in the hands of any Prince (the Licensers being always his Creatures) is more 

dangerous even than a standing Army to Civil Liberty.”521 I therefore want to suggest that we read the Whig 

“greats” of 1697-1700 as fundamentally multivalent by design, lending themselves to both anti-army and 

anti-indoctrination/anti-censorship purposes at once. 

 I have already argued this point at length for Milton, Harrington and Sidney, whose writings became 

inestimably important to eighteenth-century revolutionaries, but the same case still needs to be made for 

pseudo-Ludlow’s Memoirs. For “Ludlow,” too, achieved immense stature in the American colonies. His 

Memoirs presented an autobiographical narrative of Cromwellian and Restoration rule, explaining how 

republican liberty and Parliamentary supremacy in England had repeatedly given way to arbitrary 

government. Before the outbreak of the American Revolution, the Memoirs had already gone through at 

least three more editions beyond the original, in 1720-22, 1751 and 1771. Most American libraries of note 

possessed a copy.522 Thomas Jefferson, John Adams and the revolutionary minister Jonathan Mayhew all 

identified “Ludlow’s” Memoirs as an important source of moral inspiration.523 The historian Caroline Robbins 

has even speculated that the American constitutional device of the supreme court was borrowed from the 
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“The Saxon republic and ancient constitution in the standing army controversy, 1697-1699,” The Historical 
Journal, Vol. 62, No. 3 (2019), pp. 663-64. 
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Memoirs.524 On American shores, then, “Ludlow” was widely admired as one more star in the Whiggish 

firmament, although never the kind of lodestar that Milton, Harrington and Sidney became. 

At first sight, the Memoirs seem like a straightforward intervention in the standing army controversy, 

just as traditional scholarly preoccupations would lead us to expect. Indeed, the preface to the third volume 

of the Memoirs announces to the reader, as one of the key takeaways of the text, that “Liberty and a Standing 

Mercenary Army are incompatible.”525 But a close look at the Memoirs’ historical narrative soon reveals 

another lesson. That lesson was the enormous influence wielded by England’s clerical and legal elites, 

invariably in favor of despotic usurpers. The “corrupt part of the lawyers and the clergy” figure throughout 

the Memoirs as the grey eminences behind every frustration of Parliamentary power. According to “Ludlow,” 

Charles I was first put on collision course with Parliament by “an ambitious Clergy, whose Influence upon 

the King was always greater than could well consist with the Peace and Happiness of England.”526 On his 

clergy’s advice, Charles bent the judiciary to his will, creating a corrupt faction of lawyers in the process.527 

The clergymen themselves, meanwhile, also “entered the Lists as Champions of the Prerogative, asserting 

that the Possessions and Estates of the Subject did of Right belong to the King, and that he might dispose 

of them at his pleasure.”528 After the outbreak of the war, the reason why every peace negotiation failed, 

“Ludlow” explained, was because the defeated Charles remained “obstinately stedfast” to the clerical 

“Interest.”529 

This set up the central tragedy of “Ludlow’s” story. The two learned elites survived Parliament’s 

victory over the Crown. Legal and ecclesiastical reform was therefore essential to the newly established 

Commonwealth. Yet Oliver Cromwell, who had emerged as Parliament’s most able general and statesman, 

refused to act, persuading his Parliamentary critics that, even though “it was his Intention to contribute the 
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utmost of his Endeavours to make a thorow Reformation of the Clergy and Law,” the two professions were 

still too strong to attempt such a thing.530 Cromwell’s prevarications and delays only served to mask his own 

sinister ambitions. He began to court former royalists to support his upcoming bid for power. He also tried 

to get the army generals on his side by accusing Parliament of colluding with “the corrupt Interests of the 

Clergy and Lawyers.”531 Once he had secured enough support, he marched his soldiers into the House of 

Commons and forcibly dissolved Parliament, “charging them (…) to have espoused the corrupt Interest of 

[the clergy] and the Lawyers, who were the Supporters of Tyranny and Oppression.”532 But Cromwell’s 

rhetoric was pure hypocrisy, as his subsequent slip of the “Masque” revealed. After he had dissolved 

Parliament, shutting down its genuine efforts to “reform the Law, and reduce the Clergy to a more 

Evangelical Constitution,” Cromwell secretly offered terms to the learned professions. He “advised that they 

would join their Interests to his,” to prevent future reforms. “His Proposition was readily embraced by the 

corrupt part of the Lawyers and Clergy, and so,” before Cromwell ever became Protector of England, “he 

became their Protector and they the humble Supporters of his Tyranny.”533 Indeed, the priests and lawyers 

were not just any allies of Cromwell’s, “Ludlow” clarified, they were key allies: “every step he should take 

towards the lessening of their Credit, would tend to the weakening of his own Authority… he was no less 

necessitated to be a Vassal to them, than he designed the rest of the Nation to be Slaves to him.”534 While 

the Memoirs have tended to be read as a classic critique of Cromwell as a hypocritical schemer, the text 

could perhaps better be interpreted as an assault on the clerical-legal indoctrinators behind Cromwell’s 

throne. 

The same moral could be drawn from “Ludlow’s” account of English history after the fall of 

Cromwell’s Protectorate. Any hope of a return to Parliamentary rule after Cromwell was soon dashed by a 

military coup. Yet “Ludlow” made clear that this was not merely an illustration of the dangers of a standing 

army. For the army generals were only able to establish “a Government by the Sword” because – once 
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again – they “outbid” Parliament in their courtship of “the corrupt Interests of the Lawyers and Clergy.”535 

While the army seized control, Parliament used its residual power to make a last-ditched attempt at 

reforming the learned professions, a move which they knew would sap the army’s strength. Yet this drove 

the clergy and the lawyers even more decisively into the generals’ arms. The army intervened on behalf of 

the learned professions, and the reform effort collapsed.536 In retaliation, Ludlow himself was charged with 

high treason, “by the help of the Lawyers Rhetorick, who were my professed Adversaries, on account of my 

Endeavours to reform the practice of the Law.”537 Soon afterwards, the army generals and their learned 

supporters accomplished their ultimate end by inviting back Charles II.538 Under Stuart rule, the corrupt 

clergy and lawyers knew that they would be protected. The restored monarchy set up a series of vindictive 

treason trials. One of the most dramatic episodes was the show trial of Hugh Peter, whom the author 

suggested was not executed for his part in the regicide, but for his attempts to “promote sound religion, 

[and] the Reformation of Learning and the Law.”539 In short, throughout the events he had witnessed 

firsthand, “Ludlow” detected the learned professions as the hidden forces moving England into the direction 

of arbitrary government. 

In this way, the publication of the Memoirs under the name of a prominent Parliamentarian leader 

served to remind a post-revolutionary audience of the radical vocabulary in which politics had been 

described shortly before and during the Interregnum. “Ludlow’s” invitation to scan recent English history for 

the hidden influences of clergymen and lawyers led to very troubling conclusions in the present. In the first 

place, “Ludlow” was now in a position to remind his reader that the House of Orange had also come to 

power in the United Provinces, in 1672, through a concerted clerical misinformation campaign “both by 
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Printing and Preaching.”540 After the Orangist coup, the United Provinces suddenly turned Stuart allies until 

1688. In drawing attention to this fact, the Memoirs profoundly questioned the pedigree of Williamite rule, 

as so many Old Whig texts had done before with varying degrees of subtlety. It also made William’s decision 

in 1692 to sanction a renewal of the Licensing Act look all the more suspicious. In the context of “Ludlow’s” 

historical account of an uninterrupted priestly and legal plot, any potential renewal of censorship after 1695, 

whether clerical or jurisprudential, would look like further evidence of the existence of the conspiracy. Even 

without a detailed understanding of these 1690s political nuances, “Ludlow’s” eighteenth-century readers 

must have been impressed by the power which “the corrupt part of the clergy and the lawyers” had 

apparently exerted over the course of modern English history. 

 

c. University reform, 1701-1714 

The danger of formal censorship was effectively ended in 1704, when a final licensing bill was blocked in 

Parliament and further attempts were dropped. By the early eighteenth century, the radical Whigs felt secure 

enough to turn their attentions to university reform. Bills for university reform were drafted in 1701, 1709, 

and in 1716-19.541 Every time, the Whigs failed partly because of unforeseen political contingencies, just as 

the 1690s had been “lost” through extraneous setbacks. The 1701 reform bill died because of the accession 

of the moderately Tory Queen Anne in 1702.542 In 1709, the Tories dealt a humiliating blow to the Whig 

establishment, and their plans for reform, during the trial of the High Churchman Henry Sacheverell. And 

the 1716 bill was shelved in 1719 in the wake of a theological dispute (the “Bangorian Controversy”) which 

severely diminished the Whigs’ political capital. But as with every failed political endeavor, extrinsic factors 

cannot explain everything. Part of the Whigs’ failure to push through university reform also rested on internal 
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division and lack of political will. As we have seen in Sections III and IV, the mainstream or Court Whigs felt 

no urgency to correct an intellectual establishment that supported the regime they owed their places and 

pensions to, even though they might agree in principle that the Tories (the non-juring kind especially) should 

be banished from the universities. The impetus for educational reform had to come largely from Old Whig 

quarters. 

 That Old Whig impetus came in the timely (re)publication of a series of critiques of university 

learning. Several of these publications continued the Harringtonian project of unmasking the intellectual 

impostures of “priestcraft.” Take, for instance, the 1709 anthology of Four discourses by the anticlerical 

thinker Matthew Tindal, Molesworth’s confidante. One of these discourses, Tindal’s Of the power of the 

magistrate and the rights of mankind in matters of religion (1697), was an extended exploration of the 

gradual complication – and corruption – of religious truth by philosophers, priests, and university tutors in 

succession. The “chiefest Means of corrupting Religion” was effected, Tindal argued, when “Heathen 

Philosophers, those Pretenders to Science… brought in with ‘em [to the Christian Church] their absurd 

Metaphysical Notions, wholly inconsistent with the Plainness and Simplicity of the Gospel.” They proceeded 

to impose their “vain Philosophy” on the rest of the Church because they were “unwilling to make a meaner 

Figure, on account of their Learning.” The successors of the philosophers, the priests, continued the project 

“to render Religion more and more mysterious and unintelligible, that the Laity shou’d admire ‘em for their 

profound Knowledge… Thus ‘twas that Priestcraft began.”543 In other words, priestcraft had always been 

intimately connected with the vain pretensions of “learning.” Furthermore, according to Tindal, priestcraft 

was nurtured and perfected in the “Cloisters and Colleges” in which the clergy were educated. At university, 

the priests were “bred in an absolute Obedience, and a slavish Compliance,” which made them steadfast 

promoters of “Arbitrary Practices.” “‘Tis therefore incumbent on all Governments,” Tindal concluded, in words 

that could indeed easily have been written in 1709,“to take special care that those Places where the Youth 

receive their Learning, shou’d be (…) Places of free and ingenious Education.”544  
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 A similar story unfolded with Sir Robert Howard’s The history of religion (1694). Howard had been 

a royalist solder in the Civil War and an MP in the Cavalier Parliament. It was therefore especially surprising 

that his treatise from 1694 was sufficiently radical to be appended to a 1709 anthology of anticlerical 

arguments, An account of the growth of deism in England, by the thoroughly Whiggish freethinker William 

Stephens. Howard’s argument resembled Tindal’s closely. The fundamental commonality between heathen 

philosophers, Egyptian High-Priests, and the Roman Catholic clergy was that they sought to convince their 

audience that “unlearned Men are not able to judg of the confus’d dark Notions of these that call themselves 

the Learned… therefore the Unlearned are to be debar’d from using their Reason in what is plain to be 

understood, such as the plain Gospel of Jesus Christ is.”545 The perfect illustration of the tendency of 

“Priestcraft to inlarge their [sic] Interests and Power” was the promotion of Aristotle in the universities since 

medieval times.546 At first, the university clergy felt threatened by “a sort of mysterious Darkness which they 

had no use for,” and they duly censored and burned Aristotle’s works. But once “the puzzling parts of 

Aristotle’s Philosophy” and “all his dark Subtilties” had been interpreted in a suitably convenient way, 

Aristotle was canonized in the university curriculum, where he remained until the present.547 Howard was 

very explicit about the broader anti-intellectual point which the polemic against priestcraft was intended to 

serve, from the 1650s till the 1690s and beyond: “in all Ages the Learned have thought it incumbent upon 

them to say something upon every thing; and upon dark and unnecessary Notions, to found a Power over 

others.”548 

 But by far the most influential Old Whig case for university reform was made in December 1705, by 

the radical controversialist John Tutchin, in his wildly popular periodical The Observator.549 The Observator 

was written in the form of a dialogue between “the Country-man,” a sympathetic but boorish interlocutor 
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representing the voice of English common sense, and the authorial persona, “the Observator.” In three 

separate issues, Tutchin respectively defended the Dissenting academies from two recent attacks; criticized 

the educational methods of Oxbridge; and – in the safety of the dialogue format – assumed a rigorously 

anti-intellectual posture through his fictional interlocutor.550 The universities, the “Observator” pointed out, 

were places “where are Taught the Doctrines of Slavery, and the Young Fry are learn’d early to Rouse their 

Natures against any Prince and Government, that won’t go a Madding with the High-flown Clergy.” Given 

that fact, it was entirely reasonable for concerned parents to want to send their children to academies “where 

those Doctrines are not Taught.” Moreover, the Dissenting academies offered a depoliticized curriculum, in 

contrast to Oxbridge, where “nothing but Politicks is taught,” such as “Passive-Obedience, Jure-Divino, and 

[Sixteen-]Forty-One.”551 It was absurd to let “none but Priests (…) to be Professors and Tutors, and to have 

the Education of all the Gentry in England, in their own Hands.” England also needed a secular “Foundation 

of Learning.” The “Country-man” chimed in with blanket anti-intellectualism: “in my Country Opinion Learning 

(…) is a Pestelent thing, and does more Mischief than Good… A Ploughman is a safer Employment… by 

the Pitch-Fork I would prove you Schollars to be the greatest Fools in one Kingdom.”552 But the “Observator” 

hastened to correct his interlocutor. There was a “Profitable Learning,” contributing directly to real 

“Knowledge,” which should be sharply distinguished from “Monkish Notions, and Stories of High-Church.” 

The problem with the present university system was, of course, that it was devoted exclusively to the 

latter.553 

 Such was the mood in Old Whig circles when the Schism Bill burst into existence, like a bolt of 

lightning against a moody sky, in June 1714. The bill was tailored to outlaw the Dissenting academies. It 

stipulated that the managers of all schools needed to conform to the rites of the existing Church of England. 

In addition, the bill required them to apply for an episcopal license (in the same way that physicians 

 
550 The two recent attacks on the Dissenting academies were Samuel Wesley’s infamous dedication to 
Queen Anne, appended to the Earl of Clarendon’s History of the rebellion (London: 1704), and the Tory 
periodical Mercurius Politicus, or, an antidote to popular misrepresentations, Vol. 2, Nos. 43-44 (London: 
1705). 

551 John Tutchin, The observator, Vol. 4, No. 75 (London: 1705). 

552 Ibid., Vol. 4, No. 76. 

553 Ibid., Vol. 4, No. 77. 
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practicing outside of London still needed an episcopal license). By this measure, many Whigs would be 

effectively denied an education. The Whiggish opponents of the bill phrased their protests in the Commons 

as a reassertion of radical Exclusion thought, as if to confirm the intellectual tradition they were participating 

in (and as if to close the loop on this dissertation chapter). They objected that the Schism Bill “looked more 

like a decree of Julian the apostate, than a law enacted by a Protestant Parliament.”554 The historian J.P. 

Kenyon has noted that when the bill was eventually passed in June 1714, in the teeth of stiff opposition, the 

Whigs began preparing for armed insurrection.555 Such a strong reaction cannot be made sense of without 

the long history of intellectual oppression we have traced in this chapter and the previous. By the year 1714, 

an end to censorship, indoctrination, and intellectual fraud seemed remoter than ever. The Old Whigs were 

on the defensive, or so it seemed. The struggle for freedom of thought would have to continue. 

 

VI. Conclusion 

The Parliamentarian language of (qualified) anti-intellectualism went underground in 1660, with the Stuart 

Restoration, but it did not disappear. Similar causes tend to produce similar results. Hence, when England’s 

intellectual establishment was reorganized along recognizably (neo-)Laudian lines after 1662, the 

Dissenting community reached for a familiar vocabulary in which to describe and denounce it. The radical 

Exclusionists of 1680-83 were “radical” because they echoed, in de-Puritanized form, the extremist voices 

from the first half of the seventeenth century. In a sense, the Old Whigs were “old” because they, too, refused 

to downplay their kinship with the Parliamentarian opposition of the early Stuart period. The anti-intellectual 

tendencies of Parliamentarianism, radical Exclusion, and Old Whiggery were also transmitted into the 

eighteenth-century Anglo-American world. By canonizing Sidney, Locke, Molesworth, and “Ludlow,” Whig 

norm entrepreneurs such as John Darby, John Toland, Thomas Hollis, and Richard Baron enabled the 

survival of anxieties about intellectual abuse in an American context. 

 
554 William Cobbett, Parliamentary History of England…, Vol. 6 (London: 1810), p. 1349. Note that this 
quotation seems to confirm that contemporaries applied the lessons of Samuel Johnson’s Julian to 
England’s own educational system. Cf. above, Section III.a. 

555 Kenyon, Revolution Principles, p. 168. 
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Chapter 4: Whig Anti-Intellectualism in Augustan England (1714-1774) 

 

 

Every ploughman knows a good government from a bad one, from the effects of 
it: he knows whether the fruits of his labour be his own, and whether he enjoy 

them in peace and security: And if he do not know the principles of government, 
that is for want of thinking and enquiry, for they lie open to common sense; but 

people are generally taught not to think of them at all, or to think wrong of them. 

John Trenchard & Thomas Gordon (1721) 

 

I. Introduction 

1714 could easily have been one of the darkest years in the history of Whiggism. After the death of William 

III in 1702, Queen Anne had presided over what may legitimately be termed a “second Tory reaction.” While 

a new Licensing Act had been narrowly averted, the passing of the Schism Bill in June 1714 was met with 

dismay, panic, despondency. If Anne had not died in August, and if her death had not been followed by the 

smooth accession of George I of Hanover, 1714 might have been remembered as the final vindication of 

High Church Toryism. In the event, Anne died before the Schism Bill could be implemented, pro-Hanoverian 

regents immediately took control, and the Tories were sent to the wilderness, not to return for the foreseeable 

future.  

 The arrival of the Hanoverians turned 1714 into an unmitigated disaster year for the Tories. The new 

royal dynasty was fervently pro-Whiggish. Whenever King William had wanted to wage expensive military 

campaigns against France on the European continent, in defense of distant Protestant interests, the Court 

Whig magnates had steadfastly supported his efforts. The Electorate of Hanover had been one the main 

beneficiaries of William’s bellicose foreign policy, which the Tories had sought at every turn to undermine.556 

 
556 In George’s mind, the event that drove home the Tories’ untrustworthiness was their abandonment of the 
European Protestant alliance against France and Spain. Beginning in 1713, the Tory leadership conducted 
secret negotiations to end Britain’s involvement in the War of the Spanish Succession, leaving Hanover to 
its fate. When the Hanoverian dynasty came over to England a year later, everyone understood that heads 
were about to roll. Cf. W.A. Speck, Stability and Strife: England, 1714-1760 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1977), p. 170. 



 

154 
   

Furthermore, the Whigs had never peddled the kinds of theories that delegitimized the Glorious Revolution 

and justified the return of the Stuart dynasty. By contrast, as we have seen, the history of Toryism was 

coterminous with the history of passive obedience and indefeasible succession. It was clear from the outset 

that George of Hanover would reward the Whigs for their support, both to the philosophical underpinnings 

of his own rulership, and to the geopolitical interests of Hanover. It was less clear how far the Hanoverians 

would bend in a Whiggish direction. According to King William’s playbook for the immigrant king, after all, it 

was better to retain some flexibility by balancing the different factions at court. What sealed the Tories’ fate 

was their decision to play hardball in the general election of 1715. By refusing to back down from their 

previous principles, they forced George to purge them entirely.557 In their stead came two sets of powerful 

figures, one new and one old. On the one hand, George brought with him a German retinue of advisors, 

mistresses, and hangers-on. His almost total lack of command over the English language gave his German-

speaking entourage considerable influence at court. On the other hand, the full weight of royal favor was 

thrown behind the leading Whig aristocrats. For most of the period treated in this chapter, politics would be 

determined not by principle, but by the dual tides of “in” and “out” both at court and in Parliament. Backstairs 

intrigue, furtive deals, and pacts between political strongmen won the day to a far greater extent than had 

previously been the case.558 Through an explosion of bribery, patronage, and managerial techniques, 

government narrowed into the preserve of a small clique of Whiggish strongmen – the system that J.H. 

Plumb has classically described as the “Venetian oligarchy.”559 It is that backdrop which lent weight to 

continuous laments, on the political margins, over the corruption and banalization of English politics.560 

 
557 Speck, Stability and Strife, pp. 172-74. 

558 Speck, Stability and Strife, pp. 228-29. 

559 J.H. Plumb, The Growth of Political Stability in England, 1675-1725 (London: Macmillan, 1967), Ch. 6. 

560 The fact that prosaic maneuvers often carried the day in Augustan England has also lent weight to the 
influential Namierite analysis of political history. See esp. Lewis Namier, The Structure of Politics at the 
Accession of George III (London: Macmillan, 1929). Yet we must distinguish between what seems in 
retrospect to have been a winning strategy at the time, and the kind of strategy which various actors 
attempted, and understood themselves to be attempting. Augustan politics may have been decided by 
underhanded pacts, but that does not mean that Augustan politics was always approached as a matter of 
underhanded pacts. 
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 For the Whigs, then, 1714 never became the catastrophe that its ominous first half had portended. 

Instead, it resulted in a profoundly ambiguous and utterly divisive victory for the Whig party. While the arrival 

of the Hanoverians represented a total victory for the Court Whigs, and for their complacent interpretation 

of 1688, it completed the alienation of the Whigs’ radical flank. With the Tories permanently disbarred from 

power, the radical or Old Whigs discovered that their chief opponents now sported the same party label as 

they did. From 1714 onwards, the Old Whigs shifted their crosshairs away from Toryism, and towards the 

Court Whig establishment. In fact, as we shall see (Section III.c), some Old Whigs took the further step of 

forming an unholy alliance with the Tories, with whom they built a shared “Country” platform. Yet in these 

altered circumstances, two remarkable transformations occurred in the Old Whig language of liberty. Firstly, 

instead of the tyrannical monarch, the main antagonists became the tyrannical minister and his various 

accomplices. This was substantially different from the “evil counsellor” trope in the 1630s-1640s.561 Whereas 

the “evil counsellor” was a political fiction to preserve the halo of monarchy, the Augustan trope of the 

tyrannical minister was entirely sincere. Secondly, the opposition generally agreed that the brutish 

opportunism of the new system led to a steady dumbing down of political life: “dunces” (idiots) were now 

running the kingdom.  

 This new political situation would seem to suggest that Augustan England had become a hostile 

place for the Old Whig register of anti-intellectualism. If the king could no longer be identified as the head 

of an intellectual conspiracy against the people, if the learned in fact seemed to be uniformly opposed to the 

Whig oligarchy, then we should expect anti-intellectualism to disappear from Old Whig and “Country” 

ideology during this period. It is all the more remarkable, then, that the same anti-intellectual tropes and 

arguments recur in eighteenth-century Old Whiggery. In some texts, Whig anti-intellectualism even receives 

its most authoritative expression. In the light of this curious fact, it might be worth revising or qualifying the 

common historical claim that “intellectuals” became universally associated with the opposition.562 Since their 

 
561 See Chapter 2, Section III, of this dissertation. 

562 E.g., Isaac Kramnick, Bolingbroke and His Circle: The Politics of Nostalgia in the Age of Walpole (Ithaca 
& London: Cornell University Press, 1992 [1968]), pp. 17-18; Bertrand A. Goldgar, Walpole and the Wits: 
The Relation of Politics to Literature, 1722-1742 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1976); Max 
Skjönsberg, The Persistence of Party: Ideas of Harmonious Discord in Eighteenth-Century Britain 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021), p. 80. 
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own wit seemed to be slighted by the government, oppositional writers delighted in emphasizing the now-

familiar contrast between true learning, on the one hand, and unnatural or apparent “learning,” on the other. 

In technical terms, the oppositional thinkers contrasted the purely epistemological sense in which they 

themselves were intellectuals to the purely sociological sense in which establishment spokespersons were 

intellectuals. Oppositional writers presented themselves as all knowledge, no power. They presented their 

adversaries as all power, no knowledge. Faux learning was once again hurling society into catastrophe, or 

so the opposition argued. Only true insight, guided by a sound moral compass, could save England. 

 Before we dive in, it should be acknowledged that the Old Whig language of anti-intellectualism was 

not the only available register in which to denounce the intellectual climate of Augustan England. There was 

also what the historian Lawrence Klein has called the “culture of politeness.”563 In a series of influential 

publications, Anthony Ashley Cooper (the Third Earl of Shaftesbury), the pamphleteers Joseph Addison and 

Richard Steele, and the playwright Henry Fielding decried what they saw as the corruption of the English 

mind. As Sophia Rosenfeld has shown in her insightful book Common Sense (2011), the Whiggish 

contributors to the “politeness” genre intended to reinstate “common sense” by exploding the destructive 

follies of the era. This genre began to be conceived in the 1700s, but only gathered steam in the mid-1710s 

to mid-1730s.564 It is certainly true that the advocates of commonsensical politeness shared the Old Whig 

diagnosis of intellectual corruption. For example, Shaftesbury’s moralizing letters to one of his young 

protégés at Oxford University, published in 1716, could easily have been written by a Molesworth or a 

Tindal.565 Yet in their solution to the problem, the politeness theorists departed sharply from the standard 

answer provided in the Whig tradition. The difference resides in two contrasting uses of the term “common 

sense.” What the politeness theorists meant when they claimed to promote common sense was to attempt 

to turn every (reading) citizen into a cultivated gentleman. The dissemination of a pleasant, sociable stock 

 
563 Lawrence Klein, Shaftesbury and the Culture of Politeness: Moral Discourse and Cultural Politics in 
Eighteenth-Century England (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994). For Tory contributions to the 
politeness genre, see Markku Peltonen, “Politeness and Whiggism, 1688-1732,” The Historical Journal, Vol. 
48, No. 2 (2005), pp. 395-400. 

564 Sophia Rosenfeld, Common Sense: A Political History (Cambridge, MA & London: Harvard University 
Press, 2011), Ch. 2. 

565 [Anthony Ashley Cooper, 3rd Earl of Shaftesbury], Several letters written by a noble lord to a young man 
at the university (London: 1716). See also below, Section II.a. 
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of bon sens was central to their mission. By contrast, the Old Whig’s common sense was, more accurately, 

the commoner’s sense. The Old Whig point was always to make the prevailing intellectual regime align with 

the stubborn, unlearned virtue of the yeoman. Whereas the politeness theorists wished to bring the 

classroom to “the people,” the Old Whigs wanted to let “the people” control the classroom. In the next 

chapter, I will do more legwork in summarizing the central features of the Whig tradition of anti-intellectualism 

I have been tracing in this dissertation. But for now, it suffices to say that Rosenfeld’s story follows a different 

trajectory than mine.  

 The present chapter will attempt to explain how the Old Whig language of anti-intellectualism was 

sustained in, and adapted to, the new historical context of Augustan England. Section II will discuss the 

radical Whigs’ most urgent concern: the repeal of the infamous Schism Act of 1714. After the Schism Act 

was finally defeated in 1719, the Whigs’ radical flank had little time to celebrate. The next year, a new Court 

Whig regime was installed which made all previous oligarchies look innocent. Section III demonstrates the 

extent to which the famous “Country” opposition to this formidable new regime – Sir Robert Walpole’s reign 

– continued to resort to a recognizably Whiggish vocabulary of anti-intellectualism. Given the fact that the 

same opposition liked to characterize the Walpolean regime as vulgar and brutish, the continuation of Old 

Whig anti-intellectualism in this context is nothing short of stunning. The quarter of a century after the fall of 

Walpole is the subject of Section IV. This was the period in which the Whig tradition was recognizably shaped 

into the political canon of the American colonists. Catherine Macaulay’s radical Whig gloss on English history 

and James Burgh’s monumental statement of Whig principles were immensely important to that process. 

 

II. The campaign against the Schism Act under the Court Whig ascendancy, 1714-1720 

The radical Whigs’ most pressing concern was the Schism Act of 1714, which outlawed the Dissenting 

academies. If this Parliamentary statute was allowed to stand, the elaborate system of alternative education 

which had grown up since the Toleration Act of 1689 would be at the mercy of the government. After the 

Schism Bill was passed, a feverish debate erupted over the appropriate response. The fact that this debate 

continued in radical circles even as the Tories were ousted at the expense of the Court Whigs tells us that 

the radical Whigs expected little help from the oligarchical faction installed by George I in repealing the 
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Schism Act. Apparently, no-one expected the Whig ascendancy to lead to the quick demolition of the Act. 

The radical and Dissenting campaign to get this statute repealed was an extremely telling sign of the 

ideological chasm that had opened between the establishment and the fringe of the Whig “party.”566 

 

a. Radical Whig responses to the Schism Act, 1714-1717 

The intention and import of the Schism Act were immediately understood by all Whigs. Decades of alarmist 

rhetoric had conditioned them to view this piece of legislation as the latest attempt to oppress the English 

mind. Yet despite this knowledge, the Whiggish oligarchs now maneuvering into positions of power soon 

revealed that they intended to play the issue of the Schism Act as a bargaining chip to secure the remnants 

of the Tory vote in Parliament. Few decisions could have sparked more resentment among the Whigs’ radical 

flank. Yet there were differences among the radicals, too. Broadly speaking, we can detect three different 

kinds of responses to the passing of the Schism Act. 

 The first type of response was the ancient theological reflex to detect the will of God in sudden 

catastrophe. In a 1714 sermon “Occasion’d by the late act, to prevent the growth of Schism,” the Dissenting 

minister Thomas Reynolds had the same message for his panicked audience that early Christian apologists 

had voiced in times of prosecution and martyrdom. He described “a gloomy state of Adversity and 

Affliction.”567 England, he argued, was facing a period of tribulation “when in the Course of God’s Providence, 

the Face of Things carries with it a black and discouraging Aspect, like to a dark and heavy Cloud that hangs 

over our Heads, and threatens a very fierce and terrible Storm just ready to break and fall down on us.”568 

However, Reynold admonished his audience against despondency or despair. The Dissenters had a duty 

 
566 Christine Gerrard has pointed out that very few radically inclined Whigs went into formal opposition 
between 1714 and 1720. Presumably everyone first wanted to see whether they could not bend the 
Hanoverian settlement to their advantage. Still, the general point of this section stands: if it had been 
believed that the Whig establishment was committed to the swift repeal of the Schism Act, and unwilling to 
trade principle for power, the radical community would not have sounded the alarm in the way that it did. Cf. 
Christine Gerrard, The Patriot Opposition to Walpole: Politics, Poetry, and National Myth, 1725-1742 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), pp. 19-20. 

567 Thomas Reynolds, A sermon preach’d at Little St. Helens (…) Occasion’d by the late act, to prevent the 
growth of Schism… (London: 1714), p. 2. 

568 Reynolds, A sermon, p. 3. 
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to investigate the cause and extent of the punishment which God had sent their way. By appreciating the 

extent of the disaster, the Dissenters would not come to “despise the chastning of the Lord.” By tracing the 

causes of the disaster to their own past conduct, the Dissenters could improve as Christians.569 As a first 

pass at soul-searching, Reynolds listed various vices the Dissenters had lately committed: “Declension from 

our Primitive Love and Zeal,” “scandalous and gross Immoralities,” “Worldliness of Spirit,” and “Negligence 

in the Religious Educating of our Children.”570 Reynolds’s approach to the Schism Act, implicitly likening it 

to the worst of prosecutions, is suggestive of the extent of the fright that gripped England’s non-conforming 

community. However, Reynolds counseled his listeners and readers not to resist, but instead to meekly 

accept the providential lesson coming their way. 

 The second kind of response was to seek ways to dodge or mitigate the effects of the Schism Act. 

This response is best exemplified by the flurry of pamphlets written by the famous Whig pamphleteer Daniel 

Defoe between 1714 and 1715. Defoe’s pamphlets on the Schism Act were incredibly popular at the time 

but have since been mostly forgotten. Taken together, Defoe’s pamphlets presented essentially the same 

message as John Locke’s Some thoughts concerning education (1693). Tory bigotry (in this case, the 

Schism Act) could realistically extend only to public institutions, and so the Dissenters had a duty, not only 

to their children but also to God, to resort to homeschooling.571 In A brief survey of the legal liberties of the 

Dissenters (1714), Defoe defiantly wrote that the Act represented “a Warm Admonition to the Dissenters to 

Revive the Antient Family Discipline and Instruction.”572 In another pamphlet from 1714, Defoe strategized 

more concretely on “How the Dissenters May Teach Their Schools and Academies as Usual, Without 

Incurring the Penalties of the [Schism] Act.”573 The comprehensive statement of Defoe’s pedagogical beliefs 

came with the publication of the astonishingly popular The family instructor (1715). In this voluminous text, 

Defoe cast his call to civil disobedience in dialogue form. The family instructor was, entirely like Locke’s 

 
569 Ibid., p. 6. 

570 Ibid., p. 17. 

571 Cf. Daniel Defoe, The family instructor (London: 1715), p. 42. 

572 Daniel Defoe, A brief survey… (London: 1714), pp. 13-14. 

573 Daniel Defoe, The Schism Act explain’d; wherein some methods are laid down how the Dissenters may 
teach their schools and academies as usual, without incurring the penalties of the said Act (London: 1714). 
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Thoughts, a manual for Whig homeschooling. And a manual for circumventing the punitive consequences 

of the Schism Act was apparently in high demand. In the words of one commentator, the reason why so few 

copies of The family instructor were handed down to us is because “the work had been read to tatters” by 

England’s religious and political radicals.574 

 The third response consisted of an intensified effort to discredit England’s existing universities, 

thereby undermining the foundation of the Schism Act itself. This effectively meant a doubling down on the 

classic Old Whig position that the universities were stifling the mind. It is in this context that we must read 

the anonymous pamphlet Whig and Tory principles of government fairly stated from 1716. The text is written 

as a dialogue between an “Oxford scholar” and a “Whig parson,” and it is rabidly partisan, notwithstanding 

its title. On the very first page, the Tory scholar forthrightly admits that “Non-Resistance and Passive 

Obedience” are still all the rage at Oxford University.575 The rest of the dialogue is dedicated to spelling out 

what incoherent and politically toxic consequences flow from the university’s continued commitment to 

hardline Toryism. Another good example of this type of response is the aforementioned collection of letters 

by the Third Earl of Shaftesbury. From 1707 to 1710, a concerned Shaftesbury had written these letters to 

a protégé of his studying at Oxford University. Shaftesbury’s intention was to pry his young associate away, 

as much as possible, from the dangerous influence of the university dons. Shaftesbury himself died in 1713, 

but in 1716 one of his sympathizers decided to publish the letters as a timely commentary on the state of 

education in England. In the typical exhortatory strain of the humanist, Shaftesbury praised his protégé’s 

“Integrity of Heart,” which should steel him “against the narrow Principles, and contagious Manners of those 

corrupted Places, whence all noble and free Principles ought rather to be propagated.” “The highest 

Principle,” Shaftesbury explained, “which is the Love of God, is best attained not by dark Speculations and 

Monkish Philosophy, but by moral Practice, and Love of Mankind, and a Study of their Interests: The chief 

of which (…) is Freedom of Reason in the Learned World, and good Government and Liberty in the Civil 

 
574 Irving N. Rothman, “Defoe’s ‘The family instructor’: a response to the Schism Act,” The Papers of the 
Bibliographical Society of America, Vol. 74, No. 3 (1980), p. 201. 

575 [Anon.], Whig and Tory principles of government fairly stated, in a dialogue between an Oxford scholar 
and a Whig parson ([London?]: 1716), p. 3. 
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World. Tyranny in one is ever accompanied, or soon followed, by Tyranny in the other.”576 By publishing 

these highly topical reflections in 1716, Shaftesbury’s anonymous sympathizer was implying that the Schism 

Act was undermining “freedom of reason,” and that a wider assault on English liberties was imminent. 

 The most important example of this third type of response, especially given the purposes of this 

dissertation, is a tract that was published the following year. For John Toland’s State-anatomy of Great 

Britain (1717) must also be read as an attempt to vindicate the Dissenting academies by disparaging 

England’s traditional intellectual centers. 

  

b. John Toland’s State-Anatomy of Great-Britain 

We have already encountered John Toland in the previous chapter as an important figure in the construction 

and transmission of the Whig tradition. At the turn of eighteenth century, Toland had edited several texts that 

were to become canonical in oppositional circles. By the later eighteenth century, every self-respecting 

acolyte of English radical literature possessed a copy of Toland’s Milton, Toland’s Harrington, and Toland’s 

Sidney. But Toland was not just an editor. He also wrote political and theological works of his own. Even 

though he was far less successful as an author than as an editor, his State-anatomy attracted considerable 

attention. The state-anatomy ended up going through at least nine editions. According to the historian Justin 

Champion, Toland’s pamphlet was instantly regarded as an authoritative statement of radical Whig 

principles and “set the agenda for a programme of commonwealth reforms.”577 

 The state-anatomy has rightly been interpreted as a university reform tract.578 Interestingly, Toland’s 

programmatic plea for political reform includes a lengthy chapter on the ills of England’s university system. 

Also interestingly, this twelfth chapter, titled “Of Universities and Pulpits,” makes the now-familiar connection 

 
576 [Shaftesbury], Several letters, pp. 7-9. Emphases in original. 

577 Justin Champion, “Anglia libera: commonwealth politics in the early years of George I,” in: David 
Womersley (ed.), Cultures of Whiggism: New Essays on English Literature and Culture in the Long 
Eighteenth Century (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2005), p. 87. 

578 Cf. Kenyon, Revolution Principles, pp. 194-95, fn. 84; Paul Langford, “Tories and Jacobites, 1714-1751,” 
in: L.S. Sutherland & L.G. Mitchell (eds.), The History of the University of Oxford, Vol. 5: The Eighteenth 
Century (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986), p. 108. 
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between priestcraft and university indoctrination. Toland’s tract thereby evidences one of the central 

arguments of this dissertation – namely that Whiggish anti-priestcraft rhetoric must be viewed as part of a 

larger critique of the abuse of learning. But by far the most interesting aspect of Toland’s State-anatomy has 

escaped scholarly observation until now. The crucial twelfth chapter of Toland’s State-anatomy – the chapter 

that advanced Toland’s case against the Oxbridge university establishment – was a plagiarism of James 

Harrington’s Commonwealth of Oceana, which Toland himself had rediscovered and edited seventeen years 

earlier. 

 In The state-anatomy, Toland introduced his views on England’s university establishment in 

language quite obviously stolen from Harrington’s Oceana. Like Harrington, Toland prefaced his 

controversial commentary with the assurance that “all Religion and Politicks” depended for their existence 

on “Schools and Universities.”579 Moses, for example, “was skill’d in all the learning of the Egyptians, who 

had the noblest Schools and Universities in the World.” The ancient pagans and Christians continued the 

Mosaic example up to the present, always making sure to educate their statesmen and legislators at the 

schools. This was so because “neither the holy Scriptures, the fountains of our sacred Religion (which are 

written in dead languages) nor the books of the Greeks and Romans (which contain inexhaustible treasures 

of knowledge) can be understood without Learning; nor Learning be attain’d without Universities, or publick 

Schools…”580 Compare this argument of Toland’s to the following passage from Harrington’s Oceana: 

Moses the Divine Legislator was not only skilful in all the Learning of the Egyptians, but 
took also into the Fabric of his Commonwealth the Learning of the Midianites in the advice 
of Jethro; and his Foundation of a University laid in the Tabernacle, and finish’d in the 
Temple, became that Pinacle from whence (according to many Jewish and Christian 
Authors) all the Learning in the world has taken wing… Of this I am sure, that the perfection 
of a Commonwealth is not to be attain’d without the knowledge of antient Prudence; nor 
the knowledge of antient Prudence without Learning; nor Learning without Schools of good 
Literature: and these are such as we call Universitys… Wherfore if you would have your 
Children be Statesmen, let them drink by all means from these Fountains… Nor is Religion 
less concern’d in this point than Government; for take away your Universitys, and in a few 
years you lose it. The Holy Scriptures are written in Hebrew and Greec: they that have 
neither of these Languages may think light of both; but find me a man that has one in 
perfection, the study of whose whole Life it has not bin.581 

 
579 Cf. Chaper 2, Section IV.c, of this dissertation. 

580 John Toland, The state-anatomy of Great Britain… (London: 1717), pp. 69-70. 

581 James Harrington, The Oceana of James Harrington, and his other works…, ed. John Toland (London: 
1700), pp. 178-79. 
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As Toland continued to state the fundamental problem with England’s university system, and his 

preferred solution, his writing continued to bear Harrington’s unmistakable signature. The preservation of 

sound learning was so important, Toland went on, “that Princes and States ought to take this matter (as the 

wisest have ever done and do) into their own immediate Inspection… Schools therefore being instituted for 

the publick Good, must be kept to their Institution by publick Authority. It wou’d be a strange thing indeed, 

to have certain places protected, nay maintain’d by the Constitution; and yet that they shou’d be allow’d to 

teach, or preach, or act in any manner, against the same Constitution.” Practically, this meant that Oxford 

and Cambridge could (and should) both be subjected to Parliamentary inquiry. In the case of Oxford 

University, Toland averred, in a clear nod to radical Exclusionist language, such a reform had even been 

made unavoidable by the “idleness” and debauchery of the dons and by the Stuart Toryism of the Oxford 

Decree of 1683. England’s universities, and Oxford especially, had proven themselves “disloyal,” 

“mutinous,” “superstitious” and “popishly affected.” It was time for the civil power – once the civil power had 

itself been reformed in a popular direction – to correct the universities. Toland’s proposal, in short, was to 

reduce the universities to “a strictly legal dependance” on popular government.582 Effectively, Toland took 

Harrington’s republican scheme for what we might call an academic Erastianism, and he adapted it to the 

language and experience of post-Exclusion radical Whiggery. 

Next, Toland copied Harrington in explicitly linking his recommendations for university reform with 

his views on the proper relationship between state and clergy. “[A]s I said of University-men, so say I of 

Clergy-men.” Like Harrington, Toland argued that the clergy in general had to be made subservient to the 

state, for the same reason and in the same way that the university teachers ought to be. The relevant 

passage in Harrington’s Oceana had contained the same distinctive argumentative sequence: first a 

meditation on academic Erastianism, then a segue into ecclesiological Erastianism. But the extent of 

Toland’s plagiarism only comes into full view once we examine his phrasing. The civil power needed to keep 

the clergy in check, Toland argued, because “a Prince that knows not how to rule his Clergy, says one, is 

like a Man that cannot rule his Wife: he’ll neither have quiet at home, nor honour abroad.” Since the 

 
582 Toland, State-anatomy, pp. 70-75. Toland’s suggestions for popular reform were laid out in the first two 
chapters (cf. State-anatomy, pp. 3-13). 



 

164 
   

“education to qualifie” for ecclesiastical office was “so very distinct” from the kind of education required for 

civil magistracy, Toland concluded that the clergy should be kept out of secular government. At this juncture, 

Toland included an eerily familiar description of clerical incompetence in public office: 

Is it not manifest from the experiences of all ages and countries, that the Clergy in the 
execution of civil Magistracies, have ever made sad work, being the veriest bunglers that 
ever dabl’d in the politicks? … Hence it is, that their false steps in Government are in many 
places grown into a proverb; as the Pas de Clerc of the French, and the Governo de Preti 
of the Italians.583 

Compare these arguments from the twelfth chapter of Toland’s State-anatomy to the following passage from 

Harrington’s Oceana: 

I wonder why Ministers, of all men, should be perpetually tampering with Government (…); 
because these Ordinances of men must go upon such political Principles, as they of all 
others, by any thing that can be found in their Writings or Actions, least understand: whence 
you have the suffrage of all Nations to this sense, that an ounce of Wisdom is worth a 
pound of Clergy. Your greatest Clerics are not your wisest men: and when som foul 
Absurdity in State is committed, it is common with the French, and even the Italians, to call 
it Pas de Clerc, or, Governo da Prete… My Lords, if you know not how to rule your Clergy, 
you will most certainly, like a man that cannot rule his Wife, have neither quiet at home, nor 
honor abroad... they who take upon them any Profession proper to the Educations [of] 
Theology, Physic, or Law, are not at leisure for [civil office].584 

  The great significance of The state-anatomy was that it revived and popularized a peculiarly 

Harringtonian brand of anti-intellectualism in Hanoverian England. The Harringtonian character of Toland’s 

assault on the universities had two immediate consequences. In the first place, it highlighted the mid-

seventeenth-century, Parliamentarian origins of the critique of English institutions of learning. Secondly, and 

relatedly, it instantly made Toland’s case far more radical than those of his contemporaries. In the 1710s, 

most of Toland’s fellow Whigs were opposing the university establishment on pragmatic grounds. For 

example, both the anonymous author of Whig and Tory principles (1716) and the Third Earl of Shaftesbury 

had criticized Oxford and Cambridge for the anti-constitutional principles they happened to be spreading. In 

theory, a change of staff would satisfy their concerns. Toland’s Harringtonian case against the universities 

(and, by extension, the clergy) was more fundamental. The universities had to be put in their place 

regardless of their allegiance. The problem for Toland and Harrington was not simply that the university dons 

espoused the wrong political cause, but that the dons were meddling in politics in the first place. The great 
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popularity of The state-anatomy ensured that nine editions’ worth of radical Harringtonian anti-intellectual 

language were re-introduced to an eighteenth-century reading public. 

 

c. Robert Walpole’s rise to power, 1717-1720 

Ultimately, it was not the radical Whig campaign to repeal the Schism Act which proved decisive, but a 

development internal to the regnant Whig oligarchy itself. In 1717, a charismatic and highly intelligent Whig 

grandee managed to concentrate Parliamentary power in his own hands. James, the First Earl of Stanhope, 

outmaneuvered his two main rivals, Viscount Townshend and his brother-in-law Robert Walpole. After 

Townshend and Walpole were ejected from the oligarchy, they decided that their best shot at power was to 

maximize their nuisance value in Parliament. Over the next few years, they cooperated closely with the 

radical Whigs and Tories in opposition, depending on which group had most political capital at any given 

moment. However, their sudden conversion to oppositional politics was so blatantly opportunistic that even 

their closest allies found it hard to take them seriously.585 Townshend and Walpole were condemned to the 

wilderness until external events would provide them a way back in. Stanhope’s victory over his former 

colleagues, and his lone reign from 1717 to 1719, was emblematic for the direction in which the Whig 

ascendancy would evolve. Instead of combinations of Whig lords – the “juntos” or oligarchies of the recent 

past – Hanoverian England would soon be governed by a prime minister and his retinue of creatures and 

dependents. 

 The inability of a fragmented opposition to thwart a well-entrenched prime minister was made 

painfully clear in 1719, when Townshend and Walpole were helming the High-Church Tories in opposition, 

and yet utterly failed to torpedo Stanhope’s initiative to repeal the Schism Act. As the historian W.A. Speck 

has argued, Stanhope’s decision to repeal was based entirely on his own personal distaste for religious 

bigotry.586 And so in 1719, the radical Whigs finally got their shot at the Schism Act. Their support in the 
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Commons gave Stanhope the crucial extra push he needed to succeed.587 The irony, of course, was that 

this sudden breakthrough had owed virtually everything to the personal fancies of a Court Whig grandee. 

The radical and Dissenting celebrations that followed were haunted by the ominous realization that a prime 

minister who enjoyed the confidence of the Crown, the Whig establishment, and even a minor slice of the 

Parliamentary opposition could do pretty much whatever he wanted. 

 The repeal of the Schism Act in 1719 was followed by two successive political earthquakes which 

brought down Stanhope and shuffled the ministerial deck. The first was the abject failure of Stanhope’s 

gambit to lock in place a pliant House of Lords, through the Peerage Bill of 1719. Under Queen Anne, twelve 

new peers had been created in 1711 to ram the unpopular Treaty of Utrecht through the Lords, and even 

that move had been widely denounced as an egregious ploy. Now, Stanhope proposed to halt the creation 

of new peers altogether, because he feared losing his majority there. This sparked a ferocious backlash in 

Parliament, especially since many MPs aspired to a peerage themselves and would not accept seeing the 

ladder kicked down before their eyes.588 The decisive defeat of the Peerage Bill was a political disaster for 

Stanhope. But a fresh disaster struck Stanhope only a year later, and this one proved fatal in both the 

figurative and the literal sense. From 1710 onward, the English government had resorted to a financial trick 

to “reduce” the public debt. It had agreed to allow a joint stock company – the South Sea Company – to 

consolidate part of the public debt. The company’s stocks became functionally identical to government 

bonds. The problem was that the company’s main commercial asset, its monopoly on the slave trade in 

Spanish America, turned out to be unprofitable. However, a dangerous situation had been created in which 

both statesmen and company directors had everything to gain from inflating the company’s promise, and 

thereby its shares. They began to misinform the public. Public-private collusion continued in this way for 

years, until the South Sea Bubble burst in 1720. Among the implicated profiteers was James Stanhope, who 

died from an aneurysm while defending his conduct in Parliament.589 

 
587 T.F.J. Kendrick, “Sir Robert Walpole, the Old Whigs and the bishops, 1733-1736,” The Historical Journal 
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588 Speck, Stability and Strife, pp. 195-96. 
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 The South Sea financial scandal meant disgrace for all political incumbents, but it meant an 

incredible occasione for Robert Walpole and his associates. As virtually the only distinguished Court Whig 

statesman who had spent the previous few years in opposition, Walpole could now reappear as the man of 

the hour. 

 

III. Walpole’s “Great Man” politics and the Country opposition, 1720-1742 

Walpole was appointed, as an influential “outsider,” to clean up the mess that the bursting of the South Sea 

bubble had caused. Over the next two years he consolidated his power, and he eventually managed to 

govern Britain as undisputed prime minister until 1742. During Walpole’s long reign, a remarkable intellectual 

realignment took place among the Parliamentary opposition. The radical Whigs gradually and grudgingly 

joined forces with their old enemies, the Tories, to defeat their mutual enemy, Sir Robert Walpole. 

Ideologically, the radical Whigs and Tories began to converge on a shared platform: a coalition supposedly 

representing the interests of the “Country” as a whole. The “Country” opposition invariably contrasted itself 

to the hidden machinations of “Court,” a term which referred to the complex of monarch, royal household, 

and incumbent ministry.590 Notwithstanding the anti-monarchical history of Parliamentarian and Old Whig 

ideology, the “Country” opposition now agreed that the Walpolean ministry had to be the main target. The 

Whig-Tory alloy of “Country” ideology was forged on the anvil of white-hot anti-Walpolean fury. In order to 

understand how some radical Whigs and Tories found common cause after so long at each other’s throat, 

we must first grasp why Walpole’s rule generated such profound disgust among the Parliamentary 

opposition. 

 

a. The Robinocracy 

The “Robinocracy,” as Robert Walpole’s enemies styled his extraordinary reign, rested on four key pillars. 

The first pillar consisted of the powerful friends Walpole was able to make during his South Sea clean-up 

 
590 J.H. Plumb, The First Four Georges (London: Batsford, 1956), esp. pp. 76-77, stands as a forceful 
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operation of 1720-21. Walpole’s strategy was to sacrifice a handful of South Sea schemers to appease 

popular fury – the lower-placed the better – and to resolutely protect the most powerful. In this way, James 

Craggs the Elder and his son, two relatively unimportant politicians, were scapegoated. Both committed 

suicide within a year. On the other hand, the Tory giant the Earl of Sunderland, first minister James 

Stanhope, and the royal household itself were saved from the severest censure by Walpole’s personal 

intervention.591 Walpole’s decision to “screen” some of the greatest perpetrators of the South Sea scheme 

was hugely unpopular in the country at large. Walpole’s role as “Screenmaster-General” (a popular pun on 

his previous position of Paymaster-General) would provide an inexhaustible supply of ammunition for the 

radical Whig and “Country” opposition.592 However, it made the court and the surviving oligarchs directly 

indebted to Walpole. For the moment, that was all he needed to seize the helm. 

 The second, and most controversial, pillar on which Walpole’s power rested was his unprecedented 

control over Parliament. This had two aspects. On the one hand, Walpole perfected the set of techniques 

for the creation of obedient MPs known at the time as “the management of the Commons.” Walpole fully 

leveraged the rottenness of the borough electoral system. When an election could be bought, it was. He 

was uniquely brazen in his use of courtly pensions and places to bribe MPs. He was also uniquely brazen 

in his revocation of these favors when the beneficiary showed signs of independence. In this way, money 

and prestige substituted for principle in creating a semblance of party discipline. On the other hand, Walpole 

managed early on to secure the loyalty of the bishops, guaranteeing a position of considerable strength in 

the House of Lords. Partly, this was a matter of sheer luck: six bishoprics happened to become vacant during 

Walpole’s rise to power, and he got the King to fill all vacancies with unwavering loyalists. But another part 

was political agreement. In an unfavorable era of Whiggish ascendancy, the bishops made a pact with 

Walpole: he would protect their material interests – most notably, the tithe – and they would vote with him 
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in the Lords. If there had been any doubt about the extent to which the emerging system of government was 

a Court Whiggish construct, the “Church-Whig” alliance of 1725-1742 surely removed it.593 

Walpole’s third support was the personal sympathy he enjoyed within the royal family. Even before 

he acceded to the throne, George I had accumulated a personal debt to Walpole for the latter’s vocal 

advocacy of the Hanoverian succession. To this debt was added, in 1720-21, Walpole’s loyal services as a 

“screen” against public frenzy. When Prince George II succeeded his father in 1727, he initially distrusted 

Walpole. In this instance, Walpole found a way back into royal favor by striking up a lasting friendship with 

Queen Carolina. The friendship was partly sincere: Carolina and Walpole recognized and respected each 

other’s extraordinary intelligence and strategic prowess. But partly, it was a political bet on Walpole’s part. 

This bet paid off handsomely. Whereas his political rivals competed for the ear of George II’s mistresses, 

Walpole recognized that the King adored his own spouse. As Walpole himself put it, with characteristic 

coarseness, by gaining Carolina’s confidence he had “seized the right sow by the ear.”594 

 Walpole’s exaggerated coarseness points to the fourth secret to his power: his masterful PR 

strategy. While Walpole’s “management of the Commons” and his co-optation of the bishops created 

powerful blocs in Parliament, it was not quite enough to pass legislation with comfortable margins. Especially 

in the Commons, Walpole needed more. His own experience in the wilderness had taught him that little was 

to be gained from attracting Tory hardliners to his cause. And so, he began to court the large pool of fiercely 

independent, small-time landowners known as the “country gentry.” The only problem was that Walpole had 

become immensely wealthy over the course of his career, first as a lawyer, then as a Court Whig strongman. 

As a class matter, therefore, Walpole had little in common with the gentry in opposition. Moreover, his long-

standing ties to leading Whig oligarchs deeply compromised him in the eyes of the gentry, who loathed the 

hidden machinations of career politicians. Walpole’s solution to this problem was to carefully cultivate a 

persona of simplicity, rusticity, and boorishness. He affected a distinct accent and a shocking coarseness 

of expression. Whenever he spent a full workday in Parliament, he brought apples from his home region 

Norfolk and ostentatiously ate them as an afternoon snack. His inelegant, bulky frame and his homely face 
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certainly helped. Before long, he was known as the “Norfolk Squire.” Throughout his political career, Walpole 

assiduously courted the gentry, both by pretending to be one of them and by proposing policies that 

benefited them.595 

 What were Walpole’s policies? They can be boiled down to a single formula: prosperity through 

peace. By pursuing a pacific foreign policy, Walpole hoped to create economic benefits for every politically 

relevant class. The mercantile community would benefit from the absence of privateering. The landed elites 

would not need to be burdened with a cumbersome land tax to sustain the war effort. State coffers would 

be filled with French and Spanish remunerations for British neutrality, allowing Walpole to offer more 

pensions and places in exchange for loyalty. In this way, Walpole oversaw the creation of a well-oiled political 

machine, greased by Britain’s growing wealth and by unapologetic cronyism. The spoils from this new 

machine were, however, unequally distributed. The landed aristocracy, the bishops, and the Whig oligarchs 

received the best deal by far. For example, when Walpole was forced to raise a new tax, in 1733, he 

proposed an excise tax instead of a land tax, thereby siding with the landowners against the merchant 

community.596 

 One crowd that Walpole did not need in executing his plans was England’s intellectual elite. As we 

have seen in Chapter 2, the Stuart monarchs had made the most of their authority over the clerical, legal, 

and medical professions. The Whig and Tory regimes that followed the expulsion of the Stuart line had also 

depended, to varying extent, on the ideological powers of the university clergy or the rhetorical prowess of 

lawyers. The Old Whig lament from the 1680s onwards was precisely that governments continued to rely 

on pretended intellectual authority after the Glorious Revolution, as if nothing had changed. We should 

expect these radical voices to celebrate Walpole’s decision to spurn the most influential ideologues of his 

time. Walpole generally refused to employ the most famous poets and thinkers of his time, giants such as 

John Gay, Alexander Pope, Jonathan Swift, Bolingbroke, and Henry Fielding.597 Instead, he engaged the 
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services of a range of obscure and mediocre apologists. Long before rising to the rank of prime minister, he 

had already expressed deep hostility to the reactionary Tory doctrines of passive obedience and non-

resistance and, by extension, to the university establishment.598 In fact, Walpole engaged in anti-Jacobite 

scaremongering throughout his prime ministry, both to smear the Tories in opposition and to justify his 

tightening control over the governmental apparatus.599 At first sight, then, Walpolean England seems to have 

been an unfavorable climate for the survival of Whig anti-intellectualism. 

 The main conclusion we must draw from the fact that anti-intellectualism actually flourished among 

the opposition is that it had become a hard-wired ideological reflex at this point. What Walpole’s radical 

adversaries chose to see was not that the prime minister had finally renounced England’s traditional centers 

of learning. What they chose to see was not that Walpole was uninterested in, or incapable of, rewarding 

intellectual distinction. What they chose to see instead was the confirmation of an old pattern, in which 

unworthy, servile doctrinaires were elevated to the highest position, while the uncorrupted and enlightened 

were condemned to poverty in opposition. What they saw in the proliferation of charity schools in the 

Augustan period was the clergy’s latest attempt to create a docile army of brainwashed citizens. What they 

saw in Walpole’s prosecution of the radical press – especially in the passing of a new Licensing Act in 1737, 

and the renewed legal campaign against oppositional journalists – was a continuation of the post-1662 

crackdown on heterodox ideas.600 The formation of the “Country” opposition to Robert Walpole’s ministry 

led to some of the most brilliant and influential articulations of Old Whig anti-intellectualism ever written.601 

 

b. Old Whiggery and New Toryism: the Country platform 
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The traditional scholarly narrative on the emergence of the Country platform has systematically obfuscated 

that platform’s profound anti-intellectualism. It has done so primarily by training our attention on a familiar 

set of Whiggish preoccupations.602 We are usually told that when several radical Whigs began to ally with 

their fellow political outcasts the Tories, they brought in with them old concerns about standing armies, 

bribery in Parliament, and royal favoritism. To these Old Whig concerns the Tories added traditional concerns 

of their own: a dose of contempt for the moneyed elite (bankers, financiers, and company directors) and a 

splash of veneration of England’s mixed constitution. The product, so we are told, was new only in its 

distinctive mixture of Whig and Tory evaluative criteria, selected specifically to make Walpole’s system look 

as suspect as possible. Walpole had justified the maintenance of a standing army by exaggerating the threat 

of Jacobite invasion. His resort to bribery was notorious. He was propped up by royal support. He had 

protected the moneyed interest in 1720-21. And his lone pre-eminence threatened the equipoise between 

King, Lords, and Commons. In this way, Country ideology has been interpreted as a strategic blend of 

classic Whig and Tory principles, designed to maximally embarrass the new regime.603 

 By focusing on what was old in Country ideology, these scholarly interpretations have obscured 

what was novel about it. What was most stunning about the Country alliance between Old Whig and Tory 

was not the fact that such an alliance could exist in the first place. After all, anti-Williamite Tory pamphleteers 

of the 1690s already had much in common with their radical Whig counterparts.604 What was most stunning 

about the Country platform was the extent to which the Tories were now prepared to accept the anti-

intellectual premises of their Old Whig allies. Under the leadership of Henry St. John, 1st Viscount 

Bolingbroke, Toryism was reinvented in this period as a demystifying movement. Whereas the “Old Tory” 

was a steadfast defender of the Laudian university establishment, of Anglican censorship, of the sacred 

doctrine of passive obedience, the Bolingbrokean “New Tory” rejected the Whig ascendancy as a regime 

founded on cabalistical exclusion of every sort. For the “New Tory,” oligarchy in Church and state went hand-
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in-hand, so that there was nothing contingent about Walpole’s collusion with the bishops, or the abject 

poverty of the inferior clergy. For the “New Tory,” artificial complexity served to cheat the people in 

constitutional argument and financial speculation alike. For the “New Tory,” plain reason and old-fashioned 

decency were being systematically undermined by dangerous new fashions in polite society. To be sure, 

only a small fraction of the Tories bought into Bolingbroke’s updated account of Toryism. But those who did 

adopt the new outlook were able to embed their collaboration with the radical Whigs in a mutual 

philosophical framework. 

 Nothing better illustrates the new convergence between Old Whig and New Tory than the intellectual 

continuity between John Trenchard and Thomas Gordon – probably the most radical Whig authors of the 

century –  and Lord Bolingbroke. That continuity was mediated, as we shall see below (Section III.c-d), by 

the Country journal The Craftsman. 

  

c. John Trenchard & Thomas Gordon 

Shortly before the catastrophic event that catapulted Robert Walpole to power – the South Sea scandal – 

two literary virtuosi decided to strike up a literary partnership. John Trenchard was an Old Whig luminary 

who had made his fame in 1697-98, when he had vehemently opposed the maintenance of a standing army 

in peacetime. Thomas Gordon was a very young but very promising pamphleteer, who had just written 

insightful commentaries on the ecclesiological dispute known as the Bangorian Controversy. Gordon had 

come out strongly against the High Church position on this dispute; Trenchard recognized in him a future 

champion of radical Whiggery; and in 1720 the two began writing what was intended as the definitive case 

against High Church Anglicanism. The Independent Whig began as a tract, but it was quickly reworked into 

an essay series. It was met with instant success, both in England and in the American colonies, going 

through at least five editions.605 When the South Sea scandal unfolded later in the year, Trenchard and 

Gordon channeled all their discontented brilliance into the new cause célèbre. In the deluge of furious 
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pamphlets, cartoons, satires, and treatises that followed the South Sea crisis, most commentators identified 

the culprit narrowly as Sir Robert Walpole himself, or a small clique of corrupt statesmen and company 

directors. Starting in November 1720, Cato’s Letters advanced a far more radical case, a case that 

dovetailed perfectly with the Old Whig sympathies of the authors. In the Letters, Trenchard and Gordon 

argued that the South Sea scandal represented merely the logical consequence of decades of devolution 

towards tyranny.  

Cato’s Letters were hugely successful in England, but incomparably more so across the Atlantic. 

Even before the final essay was written, earlier issues were already being republished by London printers. 

The Letters went through six English editions before 1754, and they were translated into Dutch (1754) and 

French (1767).606 However, the American colonists were by far the most enthusiastic readers of Cato’s 

Letters. The Letters came to assume a near-mythical stature in the Whiggish philosophy of revolutionary 

America. According to our best bibliographical estimate, Cato’s Letters were the most widely possessed text 

in the American colonies on the eve of their Revolution.607 Revolutionary luminaries such as Thomas 

Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin, Josiah Quincy Sr., Jonathan Mayhew and Daniel Dulany (the Elder) all cited 

the Letters as a major source of inspiration.608 The scholarship has widely recognized this fact: a chorus of 

modern historians has sung the unparalleled popularity of Cato’s Letters on American shores, and their 

centrality in the formation of a revolutionary ideological tradition.609 The Letters seemed to offer to the 

colonists a penetrating diagnosis of how the metropole had been corrupted, and a stark warning for how 

political virtue might be better preserved in the New World. So, what was “Cato’s” admonitory diagnosis, 

precisely? 
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Cato’s central premise was the idea that the financial revolution of the 1690s and beyond had 

brought England under the yoke of a dangerous new social figure: the “stockjobber.” In eighteenth-century 

English society, the stockjobber was the (semi-)professional seller, buyer, and promoter of stocks – the 

financial wizard, or the “Wall Street hack,” as he would be called today. Despite his seeming novelty, there 

was nothing unfamiliar about the stockjobber, according to Cato. The crux of Cato’s argument was that the 

stockjobber’s activities fitted neatly into a traditional Whiggish playbook of tyrannizing behaviors. 

 There were two prongs to Cato’s assimilation of the stockjobber to the Whiggish canon of 

tyrannizing archetypes. The first prong was decidedly classical in nature. In his first dozen or so essays, 

Cato strategically described the stockjobber in terms that invoked classical Greek and Roman descriptions 

of tyrannical government.610 On Cato’s account, the stockjobber stifled virtue and ambition (No. 2), he 

created intolerable wealth inequality among the winners and losers of his fraudulent schemes (No. 3), he 

resembled a ravenous monster in his avarice (No. 3), he was able to escape legal redress, thanks to 

Walpole’s “screening” efforts (No. 3), he was destroying the commonwealth by undermining the “public faith” 

(Nos. 4 & 5), he was a master dissembler (Nos. 5-9), he elevated the private interest of a few above the 

common good (Nos. 9 & 10), and he created pre-eminently powerful individuals, whose very existence was 

incompatible with republican liberty (No. 11). In all these characterizations of the stockjobber, Cato was 

summoning authoritative classical views on the nature of tyranny. Cato had a concrete purpose in painting 

stockjobbing in the colors of classical tyranny. To the extent that Cato could persuasively identify the 

stockjobbers as modern versions of the tyrannical usurper, and the South Sea schemers as conspirators 

against the commonwealth itself, the summary execution of the culprits would become the only justifiable 

punishment. 

 The second prong to Cato’s account had a more modern, English face. On this second version of 

the account, stockjobbing was just another learned profession, always seeking, like law and theology, to 

 
610 As I suggest in my forthcoming journal article (“Stockjobbing, tyranny, and the classical republicanism of 
Cato’s Letters”), the comparison between stockjobbing and classical tyranny appears to have been Thomas 
Gordon’s creative invention. In two standalone tracts from 1720 and early 1721, right around the time when 
Cato’s Letters were begun, Gordon had produced two different versions of the same argument. Interestingly, 
therefore, the junior Gordon – and not his senior partner Trenchard – may have come up with one of the 
central ideas behind the Letters. 
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deceive the people and to take away their liberties. This second prong to Cato’s brilliant invective against 

the stockjobber owed a very clear debt to Trenchard and Gordon’s previous project, The Independent Whig, 

as well as to the legacy of philosophical skepticism flagged in Chapter 1. Given the purposes of the 

dissertation, this second argumentative prong, Cato’s assimilation of the stockjobber to the Old Whig gallery 

of brainy rogues, shall be our focus below. 

 Trenchard and Gordon’s profound indebtedness to the skepticism of Montaigne, Hobbes, Bayle, 

and Locke, on the one hand, and their previous work on The Independent Whig, on the other, provided the 

two core ingredients for Cato’s identification of stockjobbing as a kind of financial “priestcraft” or chicanery. 

Again and again, Cato reminded his reader of the gullibility of the human mind, and the all-distorting 

influence of the passions.611 “How easily the People are bubbled by Deceivers,” proclaimed the title of No. 

6 – “No experience or sufferings can cure the world of its credulity.”612 At every stage of history, frauds arose 

to take advantage of humankind’s epistemic frailness. Victim and perpetrator always appeared together. In 

fact, it was often hard to decide whether “to ascribe the political misery of mankind to their own folly and 

credulity, or to the knavery and impudence of their pretended managers,” for “if there were no bubbles, there 

would be no sharpers.”613 The “folly and feebleness of human nature” made people “ever the prey of craft, 

and ever caught with shadows.”614 Not only the existence of deception was a timeless constant, Cato 

suggested, but even the method of deception itself remained fundamentally unchanged. For the people “are 

ever abused with words… One of the great arts, therefore, of cheating men, is to study the application and 

misapplication of sounds – a few loud words rule the majority, I had almost said, the whole world.”615 

 
611 E.g., CL, No. 33, pp. 234-38; No. 44, pp. 301-2; No. 49, pp. 326-27; No. 77, pp. 565-67; No. 96, pp. 690-
91. 

612 Ibid., No. 6, p. 55. Cf. No. 47, titled “Of the Frailty and Uncertainty of Human Judgment,” and No. 105, 
titled “Of the Weakness of the human Mind; how easily it is misled.” 

613 Ibid., No. 13, p. 99. 

614 Ibid., No. 6, p. 56. 

615 Ibid., No. 13, p. 100. 
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Seduction by pretty “words” and “sounds” was the basic trick by which ordinary citizens could be “caught a 

thousand times over, by the same snare.”616 

 Although verbal seduction was a perennial danger, Cato insisted that the danger tended to be 

particularly acute among the learned professions. Cato’s foremost example was the university clergy. Here, 

Trenchard and Gordon could essentially rehearse some of the central claims they had made in The 

Independent Whig, only two short months earlier. Take for example two important Independent Whig essays, 

both titled “Of Education” and dating to the first half of August 1720. These two essays programmatically 

restated the entire gamut of Old Whig anti-university tropes: 

[T]he world came by the Reformation, which dispersed the thick Mist of 
Superstition and Ignorance… The Laity were resolved to be no longer 
hoodwinked; but a general Disposition arose in Europe, to revive antient 
Learning, and useful Knowledge: And the Greek and Roman Authors were 
sought after… Many Princes promoted these Studies, and gave all due 
Encouragement to Virtue and Learning… The principal Expedient, 
necessary to secure all the rest, was never thought of, or, at least, quite 
forgotten; namely, that of retrieving the Education of Youth out of the 
Hands of the Priesthood, and of reforming the Universities, which were 
contrived and established by Popes… Instead of suffering these to 
continue Seminaries of Faction, Tyranny, and Ecclesiastical Usurpations, 
they should have been converted into Schools of Virtue, Liberty, 
Knowledge, and true Religion: But the old Leaven was permitted to 
remain, and the Clergy had still left to them the Education of the Nobility 
and Gentry in most Countries; and they were educated accordingly… 
[T]hose, who were born to large Possessions and Estates (…) were 
always encouraged or connived at, in mis-spending their Time in Idleness 
and Luxury, and were generally made the Companions of their Governors 
and Tutors in their Pleasures, who were perpetually instilling into their 
tender Minds tyrannical or slavish Principles. But when they met with 
Youths of sprightly Wit and Genius, who either from their own Inclinations, 
or the Impulse of their Relations, would not be diverted from the Pursuit of 
Knowledge; they industriously put them upon a wrong Scent, and 
perplexed and confounded their Understandings with metaphysical 
Whimsies, and an artificial Cant, out of which many of them could never 
extricate their Senses…617 

 
616 Ibid., No. 13, p. 99. 

617 John Trenchard & Thomas Gordon, The Independent Whig (London: 1743) (henceforth IW), No. 29, pp. 
252-54. Emphases added. Cf. IW, No. 5, pp. 32-33: “[Clergymen] are no sooner discharged from the Nurse 
and the Mother, but they are delivered over to Spiritual Pedagogues, who have seldom the Capacity, and 
never the Honesty and Courage, to venture at a Free Thought themselves, and must consequently be 
improper Chanels to convey any to their Pupils. From thence they are sent to the Universities, (…) where 
they are ham-stringed and manacled with early Oaths and Subscriptions, and obliged to Swear to Notions 
before they know what they are. Their Business afterwards is not to find out what is Truth, but to defend the 
received System, and to maintain those Doctrines which are to maintain Them…” 
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In The Independent Whig, Trenchard and Gordon had also referred repeatedly to the deceptive influence of 

“words” and “sounds,” as they would do a few months later in Cato’s Letters. “How often do Ambition and 

Design work their own imperious Ends, under the plausible Disguise of sanctified Zeal!” exclaimed one 

essay; “Men are never weary of being deluded with Sounds.”618 “[T]he Majority of Mankind have always 

worshipped the Idols of Words and Sounds,” lamented another essay, “and a Monosyllable has often done 

more than an Army, towards keeping them under Awe and Servitude.”619 Crucially, the same terms (viz. 

deception by “words” and “sounds”) were used in The Independent Whig to describe the “artificial cant” that 

was propagated by the university clergy. According to the two essays on education, the “Philosophy and 

Learning” promoted in the universities represented “nothing but an unintelligible Jargon of undefined Words, 

and bare Sounds, which mean nothing, and yet can prove every thing.”620 

 In Cato’s Letters, Trenchard and Gordon voiced an uncannily similar rejection of clerical education. 

In the same essay that introduced the perennial danger of “misleading the people by sounds,” Cato’s main 

example of a sound-baiting institution was the charity school, a school for the poorest funded and staffed 

primarily by the Church of England.621 When Cato came around to elaborating what bothered him so about 

the eighteenth-century explosion of charity schools across England, his account boiled down to absolutely 

standard-issue Old Whiggish anti-intellectualism. The “charity schools” had “destroyed real charity” under 

“the false pretence and affectation of charity,” Cato explained, for in fact they were better described as 

“seminaries of superstition and papal tyranny.”622 The universities, continued the essay, had long been 

occupied in a similar transvaluation of values: 

The founding and endowing of universities, colleges, and free-schools, 
carries an appearance of promoting sciences, learning, and true religion; 
yet they have been made use of to promote the kingdom of Antichrist, to 
debauch the principles of the nobility and gentry; to deprave their 
understandings; advance learned ignorance; load their heads with airy 
chimeras and fairy distinctions; fill states with (…) divines of fortune, who 
must force trade for a subsistence, and become the cudgels and tools of 

 
618 IW, No. 23, p. 100. 

619 Ibid., No. 1, pp. 6-7. 

620 Ibid., No. 5, p. 35. 

621 CL, No. 13, p. 100. 

622 Ibid., No. 133, pp. 918, 921. Cf. Ibid., No. 48, p. 321. 
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power or factions… [the clergy] have, by insensible degrees, corrupted all 
the youth whose education has been trusted to them, and who could be 
corrupted; so that at the end of near forty years, the Revolution is worse 
established than when it began… The principles of our nobility and gentry 
are debauched in our universities, and those of our common people in our 
charity-schools.623 

The charity schools operated in the same way, in short, as the universities. Both served to claim the mantle 

of respectability, through the propagation of misleading “words” and “sounds,” for a tyrannical political 

outlook. 

 If the university clergy were experts in verbal deception, the same was true about the lawyers, on 

Cato’s view. The lawyers, Cato explained, had betrayed the “sound” not of charity, but of “truth” and “law.”624 

In England’s recent past, they had done so by colluding with the clergy to pervert the single most important 

legal maxim inherited from Ancient Rome. “By the flattery of priests and servile lawyers, the salus populi, or 

security of the state, soon came to signify only the unbounded power and sovereignty of the prince.”625 In 

case there remained any doubt as to which episode of English history Cato was referring to, he explained 

that the “judges, counsellors, and clergy” had disgraced themselves by allowing “a dispensing and lawless 

power to kings.”626 The “dispensing power” had been at the heart of the legal contest between Parliament 

and the Stuarts prior to the Glorious Revolution. But in the early 1720s, a new legal controversy had arisen 

that dwarfed all previous crises in importance. As far as Cato was concerned, the aftermath of the South 

Sea financial scandal ought to have taught “the conspirators against mankind that no subterfuges, or 

tergiversations; no knavish subtilties, or pedantic quirks of lawyers; no evasions, skulkings behind known 

 
623 Ibid., No. 133, p. 919. Cf. Ibid., No. 20, p. 145: since the Glorious Revolution of 1688, “[n]othing was ever 
done to rectify or regulate the education of youth, the source of all our other evils; but schools of literature 
were suffered to continue under the direction of the enemies to all sound literature and publick virtue: Liberty, 
being deserted by her old friends, fell of course in to the hands of her enemies; and so liberty was turned 
upon liberty: By these means the discontents were fomented, the evils still increased, and the conspirators 
still went on. They had now got new tools to work with, just forged, and sent glowing hot from the universities: 
A new generation arose and appeared upon the publick stage, who had never seen or felt the misfortunes 
which their fathers groaned under, nor believed more of them than what they had learned from their tutors…” 
Emphases added. 

624 Ibid., No. 36, p. 259. 

625 Ibid., No. 12, p. 96. 

626 Ibid., No. 36, p. 259. 
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statutes; no combinations, or pretended commissions” could “screen or protect them from publick justice.”627 

What the “conspirators” learned instead, Cato continued, was that Robert Walpole would extricate them 

from their troubles. The South Sea scandal was the logical outcome in a society in which “the fate of millions, 

and the being of states [stood and fell] by the distinctions of monks, coined in colleges, or by the chicane of 

petty-foggers,” instead of being decided by the dictates of “religion, virtue, common sense, and the publick 

peace and felicity.”628 

 Cato’s broader point was that all iniquitous policies and tyrannical systems depended heavily on 

intellectual connivance of all sorts. It was exceedingly rare to see individuals “desperate enough to attack 

openly, and barefaced, the liberties of a free people,” since such naked attempts would “rarely succeed.”629 

That is why the most formidable enemies of the commonwealth had learned to avail themselves of the 

seductive power of words and ideas. For “when people are taught to reverence butchers, robbers, and 

tyrants (…) though their actions be the actions of devils: Then there is a confirmed and accomplished 

servitude, the servitude of the body, secured by the servitude of the mind, oppression fortified by 

delusion.”630 That is why the tyrant always needed to have an army of “established deceivers” at the ready, 

as the “auxiliary aids and strict allies” of his regime.631 In a vivid allegory, Cato described how the Muses 

fled Rome as soon as the Republic fell under the sway of the emperors, leaving their thrones to be “filled by 

pedantick praters, and babbling and hypocritical philosophers.”632 

 The story about the fate of the Muses under the principate draws attention to Cato’s subversive 

twist on classical tropes about the role of learning in a tyrannical state. In a series of highly significant 

essays, Cato first paid extensive homage to the classical idea that learning and tyranny were irreconcilably 

 
627 Ibid., No. 12, p. 95. 

628 Ibid., No. 12, pp. 94-95. 

629 Ibid., No. 17, p. 123. 

630 Ibid., No. 131, p. 907. Note the close resemblance to Molesworth, Account of Denmark, ed. Champion, 
p. 14: the spread of tyranny across Europe was caused by “the enslaving the Spirits of the People, as a 
preparative to that of their Bodies.” 

631 CL, No 63, p. 439. 

632 Ibid., No. 71, p. 524. 
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opposed to another. Freedom was the mother of invention, Cato reasoned, whereas “[i]gnorance of arts and 

sciences, and of every thing that is good, together with poverty, misery, and desolation, (…) are all certainly 

produced by tyranny.”633 The “prodigious progress of the Romans in learning,” Cato continued, “had no other 

cause than the freedom and equality of their government.” The same was true in a more general sense: 

“that liberty which made the Greeks and Romans masters of the world, made them masters of all the learning 

in it: And, when their liberties perished, so did their learning.”634 So far, so classical. But then, Cato suddenly 

inserts a number of concessions that undermine the entire premise of the argument. The beautiful 

“eloquence” that had rightly elevated the great and the virtuous in the Republic, was under imperial rule 

“prostituted to the service of the tyrant.” Eloquence “has ever been cultivated and admired in 

commonwealths,” but in despotic states, the same eloquence could be “perverted to sanctify publick 

violence, and to deify the authors of it.”635 By the same token, Cato was willing to concede 

that, in arbitrary countries, there are sometimes found men of great parts 
and learning. But these are either ecclesiastics (...); or they are men invited 
and encouraged by the prince to flatter his pride, and administer to his 
pomp and pleasures, and to recommend his person and power... They are 
endowed with the advantages of freemen, merely to be the instruments of 
servitude. They are a sort of Swiss, hired to be the guards of their proud 
master’s fame, and to applaud and vindicate his wickedness, wildness, 
usurpations, prodigalities, and follies. This therefore is the worst of all 
prostitutions, and most immoral of all sorts of slavery; as it is supporting 
servitude with the breath of liberty, and assaulting and mangling liberty with 
her own weapons. A creature that lets out his genius to hire, may 
sometimes have a very good one; but he must have a vile and beggarly 
soul…636 

As soon as Cato had finished restating the classical consensus on the incompatibility between learning and 

tyranny, therefore, he emphatically rejected it. 

 In several passages, Cato was even unafraid to adopt the populist conclusions which had flowed 

from the most radical versions of Old Whig anti-intellectualism. In their earliest origins, societies had been 

governed according to “plain honesty” and “common sense.” This continued for as long as the citizens could 

 
633 Ibid., No. 67, pp. 475-76. 

634 Ibid., No. 71, p. 517. 

635 Ibid., No. 103, pp. 727-28. 

636 Ibid., No. 71, pp. 520-21. 
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avoid having “their understandings perverted by subtleties and distinctions.”637 In one key essay, Cato simply 

reproduced a large chunk of section III.19 Algernon Sidney’s Discourses concerning government – the 

remarkable section in which Sidney had delivered a searing invective against the intellectual accomplices 

of the “ill magistrate.”638 In the next essay, Cato provided his own remarkable commentary on the issue. “We 

every where find tyranny and imposture (…) joined together; and oppressors and deceivers mutually aiding 

and playing constant court to one another,” Cato wrote.639 The science of government was the most 

important and universally relevant of all the sciences. And yet, 

Most of those who manage it would make the lower world believe that 
there is I know not what difficulty and mystery in it, far above vulgar 
understandings; which proceeding of theirs is direct craft and imposture: 
Every ploughman knows a good government from a bad one, from the 
effects of it… And if he do now know the principles of government, it is for 
want of thinking and enquiry, for they lie open to common sense; but 
people are generally taught not to think of them, or to think wrong of 
them.640 

In this respect, too, Cato’s Letters must be read as an elaboration of ideas already advanced in The 

Independent Whig. In the latter, Trenchard and Gordon had already sounded a radically anti-intellectual 

tone. “There is no Authority in sounding and sanctified Names,” The Independent Whig had proclaimed, 

echoing the idea that “sounds” are inherently deceptive. “Nor is there any certain Authority in Learning of 

any Kind or Degree. Who are better Scholars, or greater Rogues, than the Jesuits?”641 It was much better 

for a man to be “wholly untaught and unimproved” than to be “a learned Man, in the common Acceptation 

of the Word.” The former had at least not wasted his time “studying useless or false Speculations,” which 

would have rendered him “impregnable against common Sense.”642 Likewise, Cato’s Letters denounced the 

adverse moral effects of the learned establishment’s “enmity to common sense.” Most prominent among 

these adverse effects was the moral and linguistic confusion already described at length above. To depart 

 
637 Ibid., No. 24, p. 174. 

638 Cf. Chapter 3, Section III.b, of this dissertation. 

639 CL, No. 38, p. 266. 

640 Ibid., No. 38, p. 267. 

641 IW, No. 28, p. 242. 

642 Ibid., No. 30, pp. 256-58. 
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from common sense was to invite “systems without sense, propositions without truth, religion without 

reason, a rampant church without charity, severity without justice, and government without liberty or 

mercy.”643 Intellectual conspiracy, the confusion of “words” and “sounds,” and tyrannical government always 

coincided. 

 The final step in Cato’s argument was to suggest that the stockjobber’s behavior nearly resembled 

that of the lawyer and the clergymen. The stockjobber performed the same timeless tricks that the 

(university) clergy and the lawyers had used for centuries to confound popular rule. There were several 

aspects to this crucial step in Cato’s argument. In the first place, Cato pointed out that the stockjobber, like 

the university clergyman and the lawyer, tended to pervert the meaning of appealing “sounds.” In a chapter 

listing “the most successful deluders and oppressors of mankind,” Cato first mentioned atheists, tyrants, 

Roman Catholic societies, and High Church Tories in England itself. His next example was the stockjobber: 

“Companies and joint-stocks are always established for the encouragement and benefit of trade; though 

they always happen to mar and cramp trade.” Not “charity,” “learning,” “truth,” or “justice,” but “trade” was 

the sound-bait of the stockjobber. In the same way, the South Sea directors had been saved by a specious 

appeal to the “charming and engaging sounds” of pity and compassion.644 The appropriate public response 

was constant suspicion: “[s]tock-jobbing too must be declared against, whilst the greatest stock-jobbing is 

promoting.”645  

 Secondly, Cato submitted that all stockjobbers tended to be hypocrites, proclaiming one thing while 

intending another, just like their priestly counterparts. The South Sea directors had “all pretended to be good 

Christians” during their trials before Parliament, making a calculated “shew of gravity, and a canting pretence 

to religion.”646 Cato found such opportunistic shows of piety totally unconvincing, and called for public inquiry 

into their religious beliefs. Cato reminded his audience that some stockjobbers were also bishops, which 

 
643 CL, No. 59, pp. 409-10. Cf. Ibid., No. 57, p. 388. 

644 Ibid., No. 10, p. 83. In No. 64, Cato shows that a flourishing trade is a sure symptom of political liberty. 

645 Ibid., No. 9, pp. 68-69. Cf. Ibid., No. 91, p. 650. 

646 Ibid., No. 29, p. 211. 
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meant that they had long perfected the art of hypocritical display.647 “There will be many loud in their call for 

publick justice, and yet be the first to prevent it,” because they themselves would be complicit in the scheme. 

“The outside of publick spirit will still be kept on (…) but they will be as sure to find fault with every expedient 

proposed for inflicting it.” The inevitable outcome would be acquittal. “What is human life, but a masquerade,” 

sighed Cato. “And what is civil society, but a mock-alliance between hypocrisy and credulity?”648 All Cato 

felt he could do was to exhort “the poor, the distressed people, to be no longer the dupes and property of 

hypocrites and traitors.”649 The reference was intentionally broad. For Cato made clear, especially in the last 

dozen Letters, that the defining characteristic of the (non-juring) clergy was also “hypocrisy.”650 

 Thirdly, it was significant that the stockjobber engaged in verbal seduction and hypocrisy for purely 

mercenary reasons, just like the other learned professions. Like the priest, the aspiring tyrant, and a few 

other depraved types, the stockjobber too could “find his account in a general confusion of all things.”651 The 

stockjobber had usually climbed the social ladder too quickly, leading to immense power before he had been 

able to shake his vulgar selfishness. After striking rich, the stockjobbers “bring themselves into the 

legislature with their pedling and jobbing talents about them, and so become brokers in politicks as well as 

in stocks.” When eventually they are “united in a body under the direction of artful managers combining with 

great men, they can turn all things into confusion.”652 That was of course precisely the fate that had befallen 

England during the South Sea scandal of 1720-21. And it was neatly mirrored in the tendency of factious 

clergymen to defend “their separate and unwarrantable privileges” by thwarting public liberty.653 

 Fourthly, and most importantly, stockjobbing formally resembled the other learned professions as 

well. What did the stockjobber’s trade consist of, exactly? He dealt in “wild and airy traffick,” he conjured up 

fantastic castles in the sky, he sold lies, he projected, he engaged in artificial jargon, he speculated. The 

 
647 Ibid., No. 131, p. 909. 

648 Ibid., No. 5, p. 53. 

649 Ibid., No. 16, p. 119. 

650 Cf. Ibid., Nos. 128-31, pp. 882-909. 

651 Ibid., No. 16, p.119. 

652 Ibid., No. 91, pp. 650-51. 
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English public had learned this painful lesson through its encounter with the “chimerical Asiento” of the South 

Sea Company.654 In England, Cato averred, “the wisdom of states [had] been employed to keep up the 

imaginary, fraudulent value of [the South Sea Company’s] airy merchandise.” While the people were still 

reeling from the bursting of the bubble, “new projects” had already been “formed and countenanced by 

authority.”655 It is highly significant that Cato used the exact same language to describe the delusion 

practised by other professional tricksters. Popish priests, too, had “no other business, but to fascinate and 

turn the brains of weak and enthusiastick people (…), and to fill their heads with senseless speculations and 

wild chimeras.”656 Across the world, “a sort of men” could be found “who having got a set of gainful and 

favourite speculations, are always ready to spread and enforce them, and call their doing so publick spirit, 

though it often turns the world topsy-turvy.”657 The universities, as we have seen, had ushered in “learned 

ignorance” by saddling students’ heads “with airy chimeras and fairy distinctions.” As we have also seen, 

the “knavish subtleties” of the scholastics were now combining with the “pedantic quirks” of the lawyers to 

spring the South Sea stockjobbers from danger. One hand was evidently washing the other. In the domain 

of the stock-market, too, “a new-fangled and fantastical credulity” had lately arisen. Cato was particularly 

interested in a shift in the common understanding of the term “credit.” It was no longer plain honesty, but 

now signified something abstractly financial. In accounting for the new reality, Cato highlighted the parallels 

to the realm of theology, and he explained how the shift had furthered the ends of arbitrary government:  

In what country soever these practices meet with encouragement, all fair 
and honest dealing will be turned into juggling. There will quickly grow a 
sort of cabalistical learning: And there will be a secret and vulgar 
knowledge; one to be trusted only to the trusty adepts and managers; and 
the other to be divulged to the people, who will be told nothing but what is 
for the interest of their betters to communicate; and pretty advantages may 
be made by being in the secret. As for example: Just before any publick 
misfortune is to make its appearance, those who know of it may sell out; 
and in the height of the danger buy again… [Stockjobbing] enriches the 
worst men, and ruins the innocent: It taints men's morals, and defaces all 
the principles of virtue and fair dealing, and introduces combination and 
fraud in all sorts of traffick. It has changed honest commerce into bubbling; 
our traders into projectors; industry into tricking; and applause is earned, 

 
654 Ibid., No. 7, p. 61. 

655 Ibid., No. 92, pp. 659-60. 
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when the pillory is deserved: It has created all the dissatisfaction so much 
complained of, and all the mischiefs attending it, which daily threaten us, 
and which furnish reasons for standing or occasional troops: It has caused 
all the confusion in our publick finances: It has set up monstrous members 
and societies in the body politick, which are grown, I had almost said, too 
big for the whole kingdom: It has multiplied offices and dependencies in 
the power of the court, which in time may fill the legislature, and alter the 
balance of government…658 

 “Craft” had historically been responsible for corrupt courts, standing armies, needless wars, and popery in 

a range of countries. In England, Cato now claimed, that same “craft” had recently made the nation “the 

conquest, the purchase of stock-jobbers.”659 

 

d. Nicholas Amhurst’s The Craftsman 

Precisely this Catonic polemic against the deceptive “craft” of stockjobbing, and of the learned professions 

to which stockjobbing was now assimilated, inspired The Craftsman, the other great statement of radical 

oppositional principles in Augustan England. The Craftsman was, like Cato’s Letters, an essay series which 

ran from 1726 to 1752. Its alternative title was The Country Journal, and that perfectly captures the intent of 

the publication. It was meant from the start to be a canonical statement of the principles of the “Country” 

platform, and to articulate the terms of opposition to the Court (Whig) regime of Walpole and his associates. 

The Craftsman was very popular in contemporary England, but incomparably more so in revolutionary 

America. As usual, the colonists read The Craftsman as yet another compelling testimony of the profound 

corruption that plagued the English metropole.660 

 The standard historical narrative on the creation of The Craftsman is that two disgruntled English 

politicians, Lord Bolingbroke and William Pulteney, representing the New Tory and Old Whig interest, 

respectively, struck up a tenuous collaboration by launching their own literary platform. What tends to be 

missing from such an account is an explanation of the publication’s curious title. The piece of context 
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660 See, for example, Paul S. Boyer, “Borrowed rhetoric: the Massachusetts Excise Controversy of 1754,” 
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routinely omitted is the fact that The Craftsman was in fact conceived by a third figure, Nicholas Amhurst, 

who framed his project as a continuation of Cato’s polemic against the learned professions.661 When 

Bolingbroke and Pulteney decided to put their political weight behind the new journal in 1726, they were 

effectively signing on to a Catonic project announced in 1721 by an Old Whig anti-university polemicist. 

 Before we shift to the most interesting and sophisticated contributor to The Craftsman, Lord 

Bolingbroke, it is therefore worth dwelling on Nicholas Amhurst for a little while. We know that Amhurst was 

educated at St John’s College, Oxford. At Oxford, he must have had a profoundly miserable time as one of 

the very few committed Whigs in an ancient Tory stronghold. In 1718, he began writing disgruntled censures 

on the university regime. None of these early writings of Amhurst’s received any sort of public notoriety, until 

1721. In that year, Amhurst embarked on a provocative essay series modeled after the university tradition 

of allowing one student every year, the designated Terrae filius or “son of the soil,” to deliver a playful satirical 

address, mocking certain aspects of university life. Amhurst’s Terrae-filius, or, the secret history of the 

University of Oxford (1721) resolutely shed any semblance of “playfulness” or “tongue-in-cheek.” What 

remained was a profoundly radical Old Whig critique of the university system. In the Terrae-filius, Amhurst 

claimed he had been ejected from Oxford University in 1719 for purely political reasons. We have no way 

of verifying this claim, which may as well have been a stylistic device. For throughout the text, the authorial 

persona took on the role of a whistleblower, divulging the “secret history” of the goings-on within Oxford 

college walls. The Terrae-filius was published in completed form in 1726. In 1754, the book collector and 

Old Whig norm entrepreneur Thomas Hollis produced a new edition of Amhurst’s Terrae-filius, intending to 

add it to the Whig literary canon. Hollis’s enthusiasm for this long-forgotten text becomes understandable 

once we appreciate that it was a kind of prelude to The Craftsman. 

 Amhurst’s “secret history” of Oxford collegiate life was calculated to confirm a range of traditional 

Whiggish tropes. In the preface to this acerbic mock-address to Oxford University, Amhurst claimed he had 

seen “ignorance, superstition, tyranny and priestcraft riding rampant in the seminaries of religion.” He had 

seen “barefaced, fraudulent actions daily committed by the hands that ought to administer justice,” “perjury 

and rebellion publicly preach’d and inculcated into the minds of youth,” and “the virtuous munificence of 

 
661 See directly below. 
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founders and benefactors squander’d away at gaming-tables, and amongst stockjobbers, or guzzled down 

in hogsheads of wine.”662 Like so many Old Whigs before him, Amhurst introduced his attack on the 

universities with a reminder of their tendency to “debauchery” and tyrannical indoctrination. What was new 

was the charge that the university clergymen preferred to spend their time in the company of stockjobbers. 

Indeed, the crux of the Terrae-filius was to flesh out Cato’s mental association between the 

stockjobbers and the university dons. As Amhurst explained, “the great business of learning and philosophy” 

was always to pursue the truth. Lately, however, the opposite seemed to be the case. Both the Church and 

the government were now run by “stage-hypocrites” who were trying, in similar ways, to “impose what 

ridiculous doctrines, and wicked practices” they pleased.663 In all domains of public life, the truth was actively 

suppressed and kept from the public. The South Sea scandal, Amhurst continued, was the latest instance 

of the tendency of power to conceal reality in overcomplication. “While the British legislature [were] 

revenging their injured country,” the year 1721 was a perfect time “to discover other traitors and other 

plunderers” than those responsible for the financial crisis. “[T]raitors to the king, whom they have sworn to 

obey; and plunderers of living societies; as well as of good men deceased, their antient founders and 

benefactors.”664 In other words, now that England had an opportunity to rid itself of the stockjobber, it should 

seize the occasion to eliminate the university clergy, whose adherence to passive obedience and the Stuart 

succession made them at least as traitorous as the South Sea schemers. Such a claim was bound to 

surprise the English public, given the freshness of the South Sea disaster in the English collective memory. 

Were the university dons really that dangerous? Amhurst explained that the university professors “do not 

seem to me much less mischievous” than the stockjobbers. For 

they [viz. the stockjobbers] have pillaged their country of its wealth and its 
credit; these [viz. the university clergymen] of its religion and of every good 
principle; nay, it is not unlikely (since corruption of principles is the first 
step to vice) that our universities, or spawn issuing from thence, first 
debauch’d the morals of these men, and actuated them to those villanies, 
which they have since committed. The only difference I can see between 
them is this; that whereas the traitorous stock-jobbers dispatch’d their 
wickedness at once, and by their rashness brought down sudden 

 
662 Nicholas Amhurst, Terrae-filius… (London: 1754 [1726]), p. 4. 

663 Ibid., p. 8. 

664 Ibid., p. 9. 
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vengeance upon themselves; the traitorous gown-men proceeded 
gradually from one corruption to another, and from one iniquity to another; 
by which means they have hitherto escaped unpunish’d, and (for aught I 
can see) will still escape.665 

The stunning suggestion Amhurst raised in this passage of the Terrae-filius was the idea that the South Sea 

schemers had learned their speculative tricks at the universities. In this highly original way, Amhurst was 

trying to flesh out the Catonic claim about stockjobbing being merely the latest symptom of the corruption 

of English learning. 

 Amhurst’s proposed solution to the broader problem he was identifying illustrates how The 

Craftsman must really be read as the execution of a project already outlined in Terrae-filius five years earlier. 

Confronted with the systematic subversion of truth in all domains of authority, Amhurst declared himself 

“highly incensed against all knavery and imposture.” He solemnly “declared war against all cheats and 

deluders, howsoever dignified, or wheresoever residing.”666 Precisely the same agenda – with similar 

solemnity – was announced in the first issue of The Craftsman, edited by Amhurst himself in 1726. The 

fictional author of The Craftsman, Caleb D’Anvers, broadly shared Amhurst’s biography: he had been 

educated at Gray’s Inn for a distinguished legal career but supposedly became disillusioned with the 

“Chicanery” of the law-courts. (Note that a prestigious legal education has here been substituted for 

Amhurst’s prestigious university education, suggesting a close parallel between these two intellectual 

domains.) Hence, D’Anvers’s mission with The Craftsman was “to lay open the Frauds, Abuses and secret 

Iniquities of all Professions; not excepting those of my own [viz. law]; which is at present notoriously 

adulterated with pernicious Mixtures of Craft, and several scandalous Prostitutions.” The rise of “craft” was 

a “malignant Contagion” which had “infected the other learned Faculties and polite Professions. It has crept 

into the Camp as well as the Court; prevailed in the Church as well as in the State; has vitiated the Country 

in the same Manner that it has poisoned the City, and work’d itself into every Part of our Constitution, from 

the highest Offices of Life, down to the lowest Occupations, in a regular and gradual Descent.”667 Just like 

Amhurst, “Caleb D’Anvers” detected increasing dishonesty in Church and state. Like Amhurst, “D’Anvers” 

 
665 Ibid., pp. 9-10. 

666 Ibid., pp. 8-9. 

667 [Nicholas Amhurst et al.], The Craftsman, No. 1 (London: 1726). Cf. Craftsman, No. 285. 
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too wanted to lay the axe at the root: the disastrous “craft” or “imposture” of the learned professions that 

had ruined the public in 1720-21 and would gladly do so again if presented the opportunity. Like Amhurst, 

“D’Anvers” was directly contributing to an (anti-)intellectual project first launched by Cato.668 

 

e. Bolingbroke’s political philosophy 

We now turn to Henry St. John, 1st Viscount Bolingbroke, who decided to throw his financial and political 

weight behind The Craftsman from 1726 onwards. Bolingbroke had been one of the leaders of the Tories 

during the “Second Tory Reaction” of 1702-14. And not just any Tory leader. Bolingbroke had been the 

architect and sponsor of the Schism Bill.669 It is no exaggeration to say that between 1710 and 1714, 

Bolingbroke had positioned himself as the highest of high-flying Tories and as the scourge of Whiggery. It is 

therefore nothing short of astonishing that by the 1720s and 1730s, Bolingbroke had transformed himself 

into the leading voice of the “Country” opposition. Through his pamphlets, Bolingbroke would helm the rocky 

attempt to synthesize Tory and radical Whig sentiments into a unified philosophical outlook. His writings 

would be taken extremely seriously by later Whiggish observers. John Adams confessed in a letter to 

Jefferson that he had read the entire Bolingbrokean corpus “more than five times” in his life.670 Jefferson 

himself professed a deep sympathy for Bolingbroke’s anticlerical project (on which project, see below). Even 

though eighteenth-century Whigs like Adams and Jefferson could never forgive Bolingbroke’s partisan Tory 

phase, nor his scandalous defection to the Stuart Pretender in 1715, they still regarded Bolingbroke as one 

of the most eloquent exponents of radical Whiggery.671 

 
668 Unsurprisingly, The Craftsman would accumulate several explicit references to “Cato’s immortal Letters.” 
Cf. Craftsman, Nos. 179, 198, 268-72, 275. 

669 See H.T. Dickinson, Bolingbroke (London: Constable & Company, 1970), esp. Ch. 7. 

670 John Adams to Thomas Jefferson, Letter of 25 September 1813, in: Thomas Jefferson et al., The Papers 
of Thomas Jefferson: Retirement Series, ed. J. Jefferson Looney, Vol. 7 (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2010), pp. 73-78. 

671 See Thomas Jefferson to Francis Eppes, Letter of 19 January 1821, in: Jefferson, Papers of Thomas 
Jefferson: Retirement Series, Vol. 16, pp. 553-54; Adams, Works, Vol. 6, p. 138. 
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 What attracted this former champion of the High Church university establishment to Cato’s and 

Amhurst’s anti-intellectual agenda? How did he end up articulating classic statements of radical Whig 

principles in his political pamphlets? One influential answer, advanced by Quentin Skinner in 1974, is that 

Bolingbroke strategically mimicked radical Whig language in order to critique the Walpolean regime 

internally. That is, Bolingbroke’s intention was to remind his Tory and Whig audience of the gulf which 

separated Walpole’s regime (the epitome of Court Whiggery) from the traditional normative commitments of 

Whiggism (Old Whiggery), now primarily espoused by radical figures opposing the government. Skinner’s 

reading is quite skeptical about Bolingbroke’s sincere belief in the validity of those Whiggish principles 

themselves. Bolingbroke had “cynical and self-interested political ends,” and he considered the restatement 

of Old Whig ideas in the face of governmental corruption the best means to achieve those ends.672 Such a 

reading is plausible enough if we interpret Bolingbroke’s essays for The Craftsman in isolation, but it loses 

out to a more face-value explanation once we consider Bolingbroke’s entire public career and his late deistic 

writings. For contrary to Skinner’s view, I want to suggest that the roots of Bolingbroke’s aversion to Court 

Whiggery were laid early and deep. 

There exists a type of ideological dissident who, although born to the purple of the dominant 

worldview of the time, finds himself temperamentally unable to overlook the inevitable inconsistencies and 

flaws of that worldview.673 This type longs to fulfil the grand expectations raised by his pedigree, to use his 

prodigious intellectual talents to make good on the accident of his illustrious birth. At the same time, though, 

he feels increasingly trapped by the unfreedom of choice imposed by the path of least resistance. As he 

matures, the sheer obviousness of that path begins to offend him. He issues to himself the great challenge 

of blazing a new trail. He sets out to explore alternatives to the beaten track to power, but the mounting 

social penalties to his experimentation begin to generate a strong sense of disgust. Disgust with the obvious 

tilt in what was supposed to be a level arena between rival views. Disgust with the self-entrenching activities 

of the incumbent clique. Disgust with the impossibility of proving his mettle fair and square. But nothing so 

 
672 Quentin Skinner, “The principles and practice of opposition: the case of Bolingbroke versus Walpole,” in: 
N. McKendrick (ed.), Historical Perspectives: Studies in English Thought and Society (London: 1974), esp. 
pp. 108-13, 126. 

673 I use the masculine pronoun here to amplify the relevance to Bolingbroke’s story, but the profile I envision 
is obviously ungendered. 
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much as disgust with the sudden elevation of the incompetent, the opportunistic, the less-than-peers, simply 

because they were less reluctant to pay the moral price of “opting in.” He has peered behind the curtain of 

the professed idealism of the age, and he has seen only rank hypocrisy. He feels increasingly torn between 

his desire to be recognized as a natural leader, on the one hand, and his escalating disgust, on the other. 

That tension, and the injustice of having to live out that dilemma in the first place, radicalizes him. His 

frustration with his own inability to go with the grain only makes him more determined to burn the entire crop 

to the ground. Sometimes he flees into nostalgia for more honest times.674 But mostly, he twists and strains 

his views of the present to make them maximally noisome to the system. Eventually, he abandons the ideas 

he had held in a calmer moment, and his new reactive philosophy begins to attract a circle of equally 

vindictive apostates. He has become a “reluctant fundamentalist.”675 

Such a character was Henry St. John, better known from 1712 as (Viscount) Bolingbroke. He was 

born to a prominent family of Whiggish aristocrats and may have been educated at a Dissenting academy. 

Bolingbroke’s background and educational development inspired so much faith in his acquaintances that 

the Whig pamphleteer John Oldmixon predicted “that he would one Day be a Pillar of the common Cause” 

of Whiggery.676 On his Grand Tour, Bolingbroke’s occasional expression of sympathy for, or open-

mindedness about, Toryism was received with shock and dismay by his fellow-travelers.677 From his first 

public appearance, Bolingbroke displayed an almost pathetic need to be recognized and admired. He 

proudly showcased his scandalous private life, because he believed it made him look like a modern-day 

Alcibiades – too brilliant to be confined by social taboos or by a solemn dedication to public affairs. 

Unfortunately for Bolingbroke, his libertinism antagonized Queen Anne, who was a prudish Anglican. Based 

purely on her personal preferences, she would rather advance anyone else except him. Fortunately for the 

 
674 The reference is to Isaac Kramnick’s identification of “the politics of nostalgia” in Bolingbroke’s writings 
(cf. Kramnick, Bolingbroke and His Circle). 

675 Cf. Mohsin Hamid, The Reluctant Fundamentalist (London: Penguin, 2007). The Bolingbrokean 
psychology sketched here is inspired by a certain member of the Political Theory community at Harvard’s 
Department of Government. 

676 John Oldmixon, Memoirs of the press… (London: 1742), p. 17. 

677 H.T. Dickinson, “Henry St. John: a reappraisal of the young Bolingbroke,” Journal of British Studies, Vol. 
7, No. 2 (1968), p. 52. 
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Queen, she did not have to base her decision on personal taste only, for Bolingbroke soon began to display 

another quirk which made him an impolitic choice for the national leadership: he was abnormally and 

consistently determined to destroy the Court Whig oligarchs. 

Many historians have inferred that Bolingbroke was just an Alcibiades – a power-hungry opportunist, 

without any inner conviction – but such a view cannot account for Bolingbroke’s imprudent war against Court 

Whiggery. As early as 1701, the year of his debut in Parliament, Bolingbroke came out as a vociferous 

supporter for a Parliamentary inquiry into the conduct of the “Whig Junto” that had managed England under 

William’s reign. Bolingbroke and his supporters made further sallies against the Whig leadership in 1702, 

1709, 1710, 1711, and 1714. His principled hostility to the Whig oligarchy was manifest not only in his voting 

record, but also in his personal correspondence. In two important letters to his friend William Trumbull, 

Bolingbroke argued that the battle for impeachment of the Junto was (1) concerned with the basic rules of 

the political game, rendering acquittal a direct blow “against all the gentlemen of England,” and, furthermore, 

that the outcome of this battle (2) would determine whether all “honest” statesmen in England who wished 

to serve their country would be “able to do it.”678 True, Bolingbroke temporarily relented from 1704 to 1709-

10 when it became clear that the Queen would tolerate only his “frenemy” Robert Harley’s strategy of 

moderation and reconciliation. When that concession to political reality finally brought Bolingbroke his long-

awaited high office (he was made Secretary at War in 1704), he ought to have stayed his course if he were 

really an Alcibiadic figure. Instead, he resigned in 1708, as soon as he discovered he would be joined in 

office by prominent Court Whigs.679  

Bolingbroke was never averse to intrigue himself, especially when engaging in it would advance 

“his” Tories, but he evidently felt like the Court Whigs were playing a very different game. The Junto-men 

shunned the public arena altogether, preferring instead to rule England from the shadows of the royal 

drawing room. They abused the historical contingency of the Glorious Revolution to place their own 

legitimacy beyond reach; they identified themselves with the fate of the kingdom, creating a veil of 

 
678 Bolingbroke, Downshire MSS., Historical Manuscripts Commission, I.ii, pp. 803, 805 (June & August 
1701). Quoted in Dickinson, Bolingbroke, pp. 59-61. 

679 Dickinson, Bolingbroke, pp. 26-28. 
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untouchability. The Court Whigs, in short, were breaking the political arena that had allowed generations of 

English aristocrats to rise to the fullness of their capacities, and to compete for immortal glory in the cut and 

thrust of public confrontation. Bolingbroke realized that if he could not join them – for temperamental reasons 

more than lack of opportunity – he had to beat them. 

If the aim of smashing the Venetian oligarchy was the constant in Bolingbroke’s public career, the 

shifting variable was the most plausible instrument by which to achieve it. In 1710-1714, when Bolingbroke 

and Harley enjoyed a brief spell at the ministerial helm, the hardline Tories were the readiest vehicle to the 

destruction of the oligarchs. We can therefore stop wondering, with John Pocock, what a libertine and 

freethinker such as Bolingbroke was “doing at the head of an Anglican party” in those years.680 The 

Occasional Conformity Act of 1711 and the Schism Act of 1714 were part of Bolingbroke’s plan to rally 

enough support among High Church Tories for a frontal assault on the grandees that had governed England 

since 1688. Bolingbroke’s plan fell in tatters by the sudden demise of Queen Anne and the succession of 

the staunchly Whiggish Hanoverians. The Tories were shattered in the election of 1715. And so, 

Bolingbroke’s calculus changed along with the new situation. Even though he genuinely felt like the Tory 

party represented the best part of the nation, Bolingbroke knew he could no longer get to the oligarchs that 

way. “The grief of my soul is this,” Bolingbroke wrote in a letter in 1714, “I see plainly that the Tory party is 

gone (…).”681  In the confusion of political events, Bolingbroke miscalculated that the exiled Stuarts were his 

next best shot at vengeance. A brief service as the Old Pretender’s Secretary of State was enough to 

convince Bolingbroke that the Stuart cause was at least as hopeless as that of the proscribed Tories. 

Eventually, he was allowed to return to England, back from beyond the pale of post-revolutionary England, 

disgraced and dispirited, with only limited political rights. In a cruel twist of history, it was Robert Walpole 

who had spearheaded the effort to impeach Bolingbroke in 1715 and it was Walpole who now insisted 

Bolingbroke should not be allowed to resume his seat in Parliament, let alone to return to England.682 And 

it was Walpole, as we know, who became England’s Whiggish doge in 1720-21. When Bolingbroke did 

 
680 Pocock, Virtue, Commerce, and History, p. 240. 

681 Bolingbroke, Stowe MS., British Library, f. 177. Quoted in Skjönsberg, Persistence, p. 79. 

682 Dickinson, Bolingbroke, p. 177. 
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return to England, in 1723, his bottomless resentment for England’s governmental style had been deepened 

by personal grievances. Bolingbroke became the monetary and intellectual engine behind The Craftsman 

to serve the same vindictive ends he had always pursued. What was new was the method he was now 

using, and the kind of coalition he was now building. 

Both in The Craftsman and in his subsequent writings – he was now excluded from the 

Parliamentary arena – Bolingbroke began to sculpt his views into a comprehensive political philosophy using 

a variety of Old Whig materials. To be sure, one reason for this remarkable intellectual transformation was 

political opportunism. In the new political reality he encountered, Bolingbroke considered a combination of 

radical or Old Whigs and leftover Tories the likeliest instrument of his vengeance on Court Whiggery. Hence 

the emphasis on the similarities between his “New Toryism” and radical Whiggery, no matter how superficial 

they really were. In some respects, Bolingbroke’s new account of Toryism remained more “conservative” 

than Old Whiggery. For example, in his greater appreciation for England’s medieval social order and 

economy, or in his emphasis on the noblesse oblige of England’s traditional aristocracy. In one domain, 

however, Bolingbroke went at least as far as his new Old Whig allies, and that was in his use of anti-

intellectual and anticlerical language. This aspect of Bolingbroke’s new philosophy points to his other (very 

principled) motive for reinventing Tory principles: the moral bankruptcy he detected among England’s 

episcopal establishment. 

Perhaps the most crucial context for Bolingbroke’s mature political theory was the Church-Whig 

alliance between the bishops and Sir Robert Walpole.683 Bishop Edmund Gibson of London, widely seen as 

a creature of Walpole’s, had arranged that the prime minister would receive the unanimous support of the 

episcopal vote in the Lords in exchange for the protection of the bishops’ material interests. Bolingbroke’s 

“Old Whig turn” from 1725 onwards must therefore be read as, effectively, his radical answer to the bishops’ 

decision to fold to Walpole. Most of Bolingbroke’s writings, including his shockingly deistic ones, represented 

one long string of scorched earth maneuvers. If the Tories could not have the Church, then neither could 

the Whig oligarchs. Since the episcopal vote delivered Walpole his comfortable majority in the Lords, any 

attack on clerical deception was a useful expedient to jam the political machinery. But Bolingbroke’s most 

 
683 See also above, Chapter 3, Section II.c. 
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virulent writing on this topic came from his deistic treatises, which he refused to publish. For that reason 

alone, we cannot call his rejection of theological authority pure opportunism. It makes more sense to read 

Bolingbroke’s turn to Old Whig anti-intellectualism as a sincere expression of bitterness at the bishops’ 

private peace with Britain’s new doge. 

The crux of Bolingbroke’s (highly Catonic) intervention was to introduce a functional similarity 

between the “crafty” activities of the clergy and those of the Court Whig spokespersons both in power and 

in print. Given the historical conditions sketched above, this was to suggest that the new Church-Whig 

alliance had been no accident at all. There were deep – indeed, ancient – reasons why Church and Court 

would engage in the same false eloquence, the same learned misdirection, the same mystifying artifice, to 

defraud the people of their liberties. Like Cato, Bolingbroke introduced a series of parallels between different 

classes of learned frauds. Unlike Cato, Bolingbroke projected the craftiness of the (university) clergy not 

onto the new art of stockjobbing, but onto the twilight realm of Court propaganda. We can already detect 

the outlines of Bolingbroke’s project in his political pamphlets. But that project becomes much clearer still 

once we compare those essays with his late deistic treatises on religion and epistemology. 

In his early pamphlets, Bolingbroke repeatedly drew attention to the equivalence – indeed, the 

essential continuity – between Courtly and clerical apologists for tyranny. The most successful trick of all 

proponents of unlimited power had always been “to divide,” “to corrupt,” and “to deceive” the people. So 

began the first of a series of Craftsman essays which would later be republished independently as A 

Dissertation upon Parties (1733-34). In the present, too, nefarious forces were gathering to employ the same 

“artifice” in order “to create new divisions… by the incantations of those who would not have passed for 

conjurers even in the days of superstition and ignorance.” Long before the Revolution, “false law, false 

reason, false gospel” were being foisted upon the nation. Already under James I, “absurd and slavish 

doctrines” formed the “epidemical taint” by which the Court attempted to “infect the minds of men.”684 “The 

slavish principles of passive obedience and non-resistance” may have been “talked, written and preached 

into vogue in that inglorious reign,” but they were also amply encouraged in the reigns of James’s 

 
684 Bolingbroke, Political Writings, ed. Armitage (henceforth BPW), p. 14 (Craftsman, No. 383). 
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successors, Charles I and Charles II.685 The lesson from Stuart domination was clear: “if a kind of oral law, 

or mysterious cabbala, which pharisees of the black gown and the long robe are always at hand to report 

and interpret as a prince desires, be once added, like a supplemental code, to the known laws of the land; 

then, I say, such princes have the power, if not the right, given them, of commencing tyrants.”686 And just 

like there had “formerly [been] men who persisted long in the attempt to talk and write that chimera called 

prerogative into vogue,” so there were now “great philosophers, divines, lawyers, and politicians” who were 

attempting “to puzzle the plainest thing in the world and to refine and distinguish away the life and strength 

of our constitution, in favour of the little, present, momentary turns, which they are retained to serve.”687 The 

difference between the Stuart theologians and “the friends and advocates of our present most incorrupt 

minister” was one of degree of subtlety only.688 “The former attacked, these undermine our liberty. The 

former were the beasts of the field (…); these are the insects of the earth; and like other insects, though 

sprung from dirt, and the vilest of the animal kind, they can nibble, and gnaw, and poison.”689 

The idea that the constitution was “the plainest thing in the world,” but that it was systematically 

overcomplicated by professional apologists, was another consistent feature of Bolingbroke’s early political 

writings. Take for example a Craftsman essay which further developed the comparison between clerical and 

Courtly abuses of learning. In this essay, Bolingbroke distinguished between “scholastic pedantry” and 

“political pedantry.” Political pedantry was more dangerous, because of its delicate subject-matter. It treated 

those affairs “in which the Interest of a whole People are concerned (…) like meer Points of Speculation, or 

Systems of Philosophy,” only muddling them in the process. For “the Freedom of our Constitution, and the 

true Interest of this Nation, are Points so obvious and intelligible, that a Man of the plainest Understanding 

 
685 BPW, p. 66 (Craftsman, No. 393). In No. 393, in fact, Bolingbroke carefully rehearsed the entire Old Whig 
narrative on the significance of the Glorious Revolution. (1) The cause of the Revolution was not James II’s 
breach of property rights, but the doctrines of passive obedience and non-resistance; (2) these doctrines 
were advanced under all Stuart kings, not just James II; (3) the University of Oxford hypocritically embraced 
the Revolution, even though it had been the most zealous assertor of Stuart doctrines right before (cf. Ibid., 
pp. 64-66). 

686 Ibid., p. 83 (Craftsman, No. 394). 

687 Ibid., p. 119 (Craftsman, No. 436). 

688 Ibid., p. 95 (Craftsman, No. 395). 

689 Ibid., p. 120 (Craftsman, No. 436). 
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may make Himself a tolerable Master of them with a little Application and an honest Disposition.”690 This 

kind of language should strike the reader of this dissertation as all too familiar. The beginning of The Idea 

of a Patriot King (1738), perhaps Bolingbroke’s most well-known political pamphlet, conveyed the same 

idea. “So plain a matter” as the constitution “could never have been rendered intricate and voluminous, had 

it not been for (…) the detestable spirit of tyranny, abetted by the private interests of artful men (…); if 

authority had not imposed on such as did not pretend to reason; and if such as did attempt to reason had 

not been caught in the common snares of sophism, and bewildered in the labyrinths of disputation.”691 To 

convince the people to relinquish their liberties took considerable effort and time, as Bolingbroke clarified in 

another Craftsman essay: “Strange systems of policy, and stranger of religion have been devised to support 

and sanctify [governmental] usurpations. Education hath been set on the same side; and saucy authority 

hath prevailed against the clearest light of nature, and the plainest dictates of common sense.”692 It was 

from “plain, unrefined, and therefore, I suppose, true reasoning” that Bolingbroke felt the proper extent of 

Courtly power could be derived – not from “the chimeras of madman, or what has been more common, the 

sophisms of knaves.”693 

We are not far off if we use the term “ideology” to describe what Bolingbroke was critiquing, for there 

is indeed something proto-Marxian about the structure of his philosophy. Bolingbroke assumed that people 

naturally gravitated to political liberty, because that modus vivendi would always be preferable to slavery. 

But since no-one seemed to be rising up in arms against Walpole’s ministry, even though it was clearly a 

disempowering regime, Bolingbroke concluded – like the late Marx – that a distorting cultural power had to 

be at work. For slavery to be successfully imposed on the British people, “we must not only hold out our 

necks to receive it,” argued Bolingbroke, “we must help put it on.” Mere violence could never hold down a 

struggling people: “a force sufficient to ravish liberty from us, such as a great standing army is in time of 

 
690 Bolingbroke, Lord Bolingbroke: Contributions to the Craftsman, ed. Simon Varey (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1982), p. 136 (Craftsman, No. 319). 

691 BPW, p. 224. 

692 Ibid., p. 123 (Craftsman, No. 437). 

693 Ibid., p. 228. 
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peace, cannot be continued, unless we continue it.” The nation could never be enslaved “unless we give a 

sanction to their iniquity, and call good evil, and evil good.” And that is why  

[a] ministerial faction would have as little ability to do hurt, as they have 
inclination to do good, (…) nor would such a minister be able to support, 
at the head of his trusty phalanx, the ignominious tyranny imposed on his 
country, if other men, of better parts and much more consequence than 
himself, were not drawn in to misapply these parts to the vilest drudgery 
imaginable; the daily drudgery of explaining nonsense, covering 
ignorance, disguising folly, concealing and even justifying fraud and 
corruption; instead of employing their knowledge, their elocution, their skill, 
experience and authority, to correct the administration and guard the 
constitution.694 

One of the main differences between Bolingbroke’s version of Old Whig anti-intellectualism and 

Marxian ideology critique is the extent to which the distorting cultural influence in question was conceived 

as a personal force rather than an impersonal, sociological one. For Marx and his successors, ideology was 

as intangible and all-pervasive as “culture” itself. By contrast, for Bolingbroke, as for his Old Whig 

predecessors, there were concrete arguments, advanced by identifiable indoctrinators, which had 

succeeded in tricking the people into slavery.695 In Augustan England, Bolingbroke warned against certain 

learned propagandists “who endeavour, both in speculation and practice, to elude and pervert the forms, 

and to ridicule and explode the spirit of this constitution.” But the danger was not peculiar to England. Every 

society faced the same problem, since “all words, which are signs of complex ideas, furnish matter of 

mistake and cavil.”696 

As the previous quotation suggests, Bolingbroke’s assumption of a widespread tendency to political 

deception was informed by his debts to philosophical skepticism. Like Cato, Bolingbroke believed that 

human beings could easily be misled by preying on their sub-rational instincts. In his epistolary treatise On 

the Spirit of Patriotism (1736), Bolingbroke explained that “reason deceive us not: we deceive ourselves, 

and suffer our wills to be determined by other motives. Montaigne and Charron would say, ‘l’homme se 

 
694 Ibid., p. 200. 

695 We will return to the task of identifying the distinctive features of Old Whig anti-intellectualism at the start 
of the next chapter. 
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pipe,’ ‘man is at once his own sharper, and his own bubble.’”697 At the same time, however, Bolingbroke 

believed that individuals possessed a natural intelligence and innate moral compass, which would allow 

them to behave correctly if left to their own devises. In his earlier political pamphlets, Bolingbroke only 

developed this idea to a very limited degree. Before even moving into society, people had “truth and reason” 

naturally on their side, Bolingbroke argued in The Craftsman. As long as “truth” and “reason” were fortified 

by “authority” – for example in a benign, simple religion – mankind lived in prosperity and harmony. As soon 

as the two pulled in opposite directions, confusion would begin to multiply.698 It was not until the final phase 

of his literary career, from the mid-1730s to his death in 1751, that Bolingbroke fully elaborated on this idea. 

By seriously incorporating these writings on natural religion and epistemology into our understanding of 

Bolingbroke’s politics, we can better appreciate both the extent of his anti-intellectualism and the deep 

parallels he saw between Church and Court indoctrination.699 

The basic premise of Bolingbroke’s late philosophical writings was that the history of clerical 

usurpation could be interpreted as one long epistemological corruption. There was a “natural” or “first” 

philosophy, in which people were led by an enlightened “self-love” and a reasonable degree of trust in their 

sensory organs to a sound moral life or “natural religion.”700 Throughout the course of history, however, this 

natural philosophy and its corollary, natural religion, were continually subverted by a priori theories directly 

contradicting the empirical evidence on which human beings ought to rely.701 Theology was the major driver 

of a priori thinking at the expense of our natural tendency to some form of empiricism. The “great principle,” 

 
697 Ibid., p. 196. Cato had used almost identical language (see above, Section III.c).  

698 Ibid., p. 77 (Craftsman, No. 394). 

699 Bolingbroke’s commentators have so far been dismissive of the value of these writings. F.J.C. Hearnshaw 
believed that Bolingbroke’s deistic writings exposed him as “incapable of the steady application required for 
the production of large and systematic works” (The Social and Political Ideas of Some English Thinkers of 
the Augustan Age, A.D. 1650-1750 (London: George G. Harrap & Co, 1928), p. 239). Jeffrey Hart made no 
reference to the deistic writings in his landmark biography (Viscount Bolingbroke: Tory Humanist (London: 
Routledge, 1965)). H.T. Dickinson thought that the deistic writings were “illogical and inconsistent… 
[Bolingbroke] never propounded any important new concept nor advanced any original theory” (Bolingbroke, 
p. 302). 

700 Bolingbroke, The Works of Lord Bolingbroke, Vol. 3 (Philadelphia: Carey & Hart, 1841) (henceforth, 
WLB), p. 397; Vol. IV, p. 308. 

701 WLB, Vol. 3, pp. 47-52. 
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Bolingbroke wrote, “that maintained all the corruptions of natural religion, was that of priestcraft.”702 From 

the Egyptian priests to the Pharisees to the Roman Catholic clergy, corrupt clerical castes imposed 

themselves through the invention and elevation of artificial learning. The “separate interests” of the learned 

arose either through “prejudice” or “profession.” “By the first, men set out in the search of truth under the 

conduct of error, and work up their heated imaginations often to such a delirium, that the more genius, and 

the more learning they have, the madder they grow. By the second, they are sworn, as it were, to follow all 

their lives by the authority of some particular school.”703 Like Bacon, Montaigne and Charron (all repeatedly 

quoted in these writings)704, Bolingbroke considered the accumulation of learning a major hindrance to a 

sober understanding of the world and of our own epistemic limits: 

In vain will it be urged, that men who have much learning, and who are 
accustomed to investigate, and to fix the most abstruse and momentous 
truths, must of course, and even without superior parts, be better able 
nicely to discern, to determine, and to compare and to connect ideas and 
notions, than those who neither possess the same learning and the same 
habits, nor have the same art of reasoning… a plain man would overwhelm 
the scholar who should hold this language, by showing, in numerous 
instances, the weakness of the human mind, that of this very scholar 
perhaps in some; the narrow confines, and in them the instability of our 
ideas and notions, the impertinence of logic, the futility of metaphysics, the 
blasphemy of divinity, and the fraud of disputation.705 

Bolingbroke’s world-historical attack on the corruption of epistemic authority served two immediate 

political purposes. In the first place, it allowed him to mount a fundamental challenge to the Court Whiggish 

episcopal establishment which was keeping Walpole in the saddle. In A letter on one of Archbishop 

Tillotson’s sermons, for example, Bolingbroke deployed his deistic critique against the Williamite Archbishop 

 
702 Ibid., Vol. 3, pp. 238-39. 

703 Ibid., Vol. 3, p. 45. 

704 For Bolingbroke’s debts to the skepticism of Bacon, Montaigne and Charron: e.g., Ibid., Vol. 2, p. 340; 
Vol. 3, pp. 42-43, 47, 126-27, 208, 315-23, 446-47. 

705 Ibid., Vol. 3, pp. 113-14. Cf. ibid., Vol. 3, p. 373-75: “Scholars are ostentatious of their learning, and 
though he who has read much will not arrive at truth so soon, nor so surely, as he who has thought much, 
yet will he make a greater glare, and draw more admiration to himself. The man who accumulates authorities 
of philosophers, of fathers, and of councils to establish an opinion that must be founded in reason, and be 
agreeable to the common sense of mankind, or be founded in nothing, is not unlike the child who chooses 
a crown in several pieces of brass, rather than a guinea in one piece of gold… Such men, like the slaves 
who domineer in absolute monarchies, intend by their submission to a supreme tyrant to acquire the means 
of exercising tyranny in their turns.” Cf. ibid., Vol. 4, p. 55-56: “the schools which were erected, and the 
encouragement which was given to learning from the days of Charles the Great, served only to keep men 
out of the way of true knowledge, and to impose a false appearance of it.” 
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of Canterbury John Tillotson. By conflating Tillotson with all the “divines” of English and British history, 

Bolingbroke made him represent the sins of Albion’s entire ecclesiastical establishment. Tillotson, argued 

Bolingbroke, “was led by his prejudices, and by the examples of men, much inferior to him, in the herd of 

divines.” Like all his clerical precursors – Egyptian, Pharisaical, Roman or otherwise – Tillotson “meant to 

make the dogmas of his sect (…) pass for those of universal tradition.”706 Similarly, Bolingbroke’s longest 

and last work, his Essays concerning the nature, extent and reality of human knowledge, culminated in an 

all-out assault on the very foundations of episcopal authority. According to Bolingbroke, the office of bishop 

arose at a juncture when Jewish and Greco-Roman philosophy had begun to infest Christianity. Those most 

well-versed in Jewish cabalism and pagan metaphysics “assumed the pompous title of Gnostics, and 

despised the first preachers of Christianity as ignorant and illiterate men… Thus ignorance and learning 

conspired to turn the plainest religion that ever was into a chaos of theology.”707 It was amid, and as part of, 

this great perversion of Christianity that “men were raised to the episcopal dignity (…) without regard to their 

morals, and without any other merit than a great desire to be bishops.” Those who were preferred “affected 

wisdom in all their outward air, but they had none in their minds, where it should principally reside.”708 In the 

context of Augustan England, an argument such as this could only be read as an invective against the 

Latitudinarian bishops who had declared for Walpole. 

Secondly, Bolingbroke’s thesis of a broad, historical process of epistemic corruption allowed him to 

suggest a structural similarity between the clerical misinterpretation of the Christian religion and the Courtly 

misinterpretation of the British constitution. When we compare Bolingbroke’s late deistic writings to his 

earlier pamphlets, we find him use the exact same terminology to describe the intellectual usurpations of 

the clergy and the constitutional corruptions of Court propagandists. In one of his deistic treatises, for 

example, Bolingbroke argued that the first metaphysical departures from sensory experience resulted in the 

invention of “chimeras” and “fantastical ideas.” Christianity, which was itself a “plain system of religion,” 

gradually succumbed to airy metaphysics. Christian clergymen imported the allegory from Jewish cabalism 
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and pagan philosophy not to educate but to “puzzle and perplex the understanding” into accepting 

unempirical conclusions.709 Likewise, the scholastic philosophers invented natural law “to puzzle and 

perplex the plainest thing in the world.”710 And so, the natural simplicity of Christianity was supplanted by an 

overweening Church, through the combined forces of “authority” and “artifice.”711 In his deistic writings, 

Bolingbroke revealed that an analogous story could be told about constitutional matters. Like the adherents 

of a new religion, so also the subjects of a new government would need to know only their “right in general, 

and the measures of their obedience.” Among the honest, this new constitution “would appear plain enough, 

and they would resolve to believe and obey it in the obvious and literal sense, whilst a few busy, over-

curious, and designing politicians might render what was plain, intricate, and two or three dark expressions 

the subject of perpetual dispute, and irreconcilable division, by their refinements.”712 And indeed, when we 

compare the deistic account rendered above to Bolingbroke’s earlier account of the confounding activities 

of Court writers, we find the analogy borne out by remarkable linguistic parallels. The Stuart courtiers and 

divines had conjured up “the chimera of prerogative.”713 In doing so, they and their Augustan successors 

intended to “puzzle the plainest thing in the world,” “to refine and distinguish away the life and strength of 

our constitution,” and to “perplex, as much as they are able, our ideas of dependency and independency” 

between the several constitutional powers.714 To steel his compatriots against the designs of Court 

propaganda, Bolingbroke warned them against the power of “saucy authority” and “artifice which is clumsily, 

but industriously employed.”715 We must conclude that Bolingbroke took the analogy between the 

“plainness” of Christianity and the “plainness” of the English constitution entirely seriously. His famous 

account of natural philosophy and natural religion was entirely continuous with his political mission of 

destroying Court Whiggery.  

 
709 Ibid., Vol. 3, p. 241. Cf. ibid., pp. 114, 148, 166, 397. 

710 Ibid., Vol. 4, pp. 155-56. 
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713 BPW, p. 78 (Craftsman, No. 394). Cf. ibid., pp. 30-31. 

714 Ibid., pp. 119-20 (Craftsman, No. 436). 

715 Ibid., pp. 4, 123 (Craftsman, Nos. 382, 437). Cf. ibid., pp. 13, 71, 77, 200, 239, 287. 
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My reading of Bolingbroke’s philosophy as a “two-track” appropriation of the language of Old Whig 

anti-intellectualism is not just the product of idiosyncrasy or cherry-picking. For we happen to possess a 

famous commentary on Bolingbroke, from a near-contemporary of his, which glosses him in exactly the 

same way, and which emphasizes exactly the same textual elements. In 1756, five years after Bolingbroke’s 

death, Edmund Burke published his first major treatise, A vindication of natural society. In the Vindication, 

Burke intended to satirize Bolingbroke by voicing a caricature of his views. Unfortunately for Burke, his 

satirical impersonation of Bolingbroke turned out to be so convincing and so eloquent that many readers 

came away from the text supposing they had read an apology instead.  

So which Bolingbroke did Burke impersonate? What did he pick up on as the most distinctive 

features of Bolingbroke’s philosophy? The answer lies in that peculiar brand of Whiggish anti-intellectualism 

highlighted throughout this subsection. In the full title of the Vindication, Bolingbroke’s plea for a “natural 

society” was contrasted to the overcomplications of “artificial society.”716 Natural tranquility and 

reasonableness were constantly threatened by “the extravagant Sublimities, and excentrick Rovings of our 

Minds.”717  The more human beings “deviated from the plain Rule of our Nature, and turned our Reason 

against itself,” and the more they wandered into the “Labyrinth of Art,” the more they suffered. And so, 

gradually, “as words multiplied, Opportunities of cavilling upon them multiplied also.” The rise of learning 

eventually ushered in “Professors of Artificial Law” and “Professors of Artificial Theology.” Their shared 

purpose was to “confound the Reason of Man, and abridge his natural Freedom.” Burke’s Bolingbroke found 

it hard to tell “whether the Doctors of Law or Divinity ha[d] made the greater Advances in the lucrative 

Business of Mystery.” Both had “so bewildered the World and themselves in unmeaning Forms and 

Ceremonies, and so perplexed the plainest Matters with metaphysical Jargon,” that they had rendered 

artificial society perpetually at their mercy. “Thus by confining to themselves the Knowledge of the 

Foundation of all Mens Lives and Properties, they have reduced all Mankind into the most abject and servile 

Dependence.”718 Reading the Vindication in conjunction with Bolingbroke’s own writings helps us to see that 
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Bolingbroke’s adoption of Old Whig anti-intellectualism was instantly recognized as one the most 

remarkable and subversive features of his New Tory philosophy. 

 

IV. The invention of a tradition, 1742-1776 

Politically speaking, the Country coalition was an abject failure. When Walpole finally fell in 1742, his 

government was immediately replaced by another coterie of Whig oligarchs. The managerial tactics of Court 

Whiggery proved indispensable to the governability of the kingdom. The disillusionment amongst the Old 

Whig and New Tory opposition was complete. Over the next few decades, they were condemned to an even 

more marginal role than they had played under Walpole. The cause of radical Whiggery was limited to 

fighting rearguard skirmishes, and to sounding faint echoes from a receding past. Occasionally, 

Parliamentary debate was enlivened with a set-piece oppositional rant on the moral decay of the nation. But 

there were barely any consistent True Whigs to be found in Parliament anymore. The political project to 

correct the Glorious Revolution had effectively failed. 

 In Britain, Old Whiggery fled from the world of practical politics into the realm of books, theory, and 

historical memory. While the statesmen of the day turned their attentions to the boiling discontents in the 

American colonies, two brilliant authors found it more difficult to let go of England’s radical past. They were 

Catharine Macaulay and James Burgh. Macaulay’s History of England and Burgh’s Political Disquisitions 

were both definitive restatements of Old Whiggery. The difference primarily resided in genre. The History of 

England systematically reconstructed the Old Whig interpretation of history, while the Political Disquisitions 

comprehensively reiterated the Old Whig theory of politics. Given the political realities in late-eighteenth-

century Britain, both works must have looked equally anachronistic. But that did not really matter. For 

Macaulay and Burgh were already engaged in an extended process of mythmaking and tradition-

construction. By abstracting, selecting, and summarizing useful ideas and episodes, they were passing 

down convenient roadmaps to the radical past. And both Macaulay and Burgh, crucially, were keenly attuned 

to the long-standing Old Whig concern with political miseducation. 
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a. Catharine Macaulay’s History of England 

Catharine Macaulay was an unrepentant Old Whig. She was homeschooled in the radical tradition. During 

her studies, she became deeply influenced by James Harrington’s Oceana.719 But the true extent of 

Macaulay’s radicalism only became public knowledge with the piecemeal publication, in eight separate 

volumes, of her History of England from the accession of James I to that of the Brunswick line (1763-83). It 

was significant enough that she should choose to begin her grand narrative of England’s constitutional 

struggles with the reign of James I. For the official, moderate view of the Glorious Revolution was that only 

the singular missteps of James II, occurring as late as the 1680s, had warranted some sort of defiant 

response (whether it be filling a vacant throne, or limited non-cooperation, or armed resistance). By contrast, 

the Parliamentarians and Old Whigs had tended to broaden the narrative of royal misadventure to include 

the entire Stuart house, all the way back to James I. By commemorating the protracted struggle against “the 

formidable pretensions of the Stewart family,” Macaulay was placing herself squarely in that radical camp.720 

But Macaulay’s willingness to depart from the political pieties of Augustan England were fully showcased 

only with the publication of the incendiary fourth and fifth volumes of her History. There, she expressed her 

approval of the execution of Charles I and declared herself in favor of republican (non-monarchic) 

government.721 This revelation caused a major scandal among the London intelligentsia. Among the 

American revolutionaries, however, Macaulay was hailed as a heroine. From the mid-1780s onward, she 

would enjoy warm personal ties with James Otis, Richard Henry Lee, and George Washington. Her History 

became a must-read in late eighteenth-century radical circles. Thomas Hollis noted in his diary that 

Macaulay’s work was “full of the freest, noblest, sentiments of Liberty.”722 John Adams recalled that “Cato’s 

Letters, and the Independent Whig (…), Mrs. Macaulay’s History, Burgh’s Political Disquisitions, Clarendon’s 

History of the Civil War, and all the writings relative to the revolution in England became fashionable reading” 

 
719 Bridget Hill, The Republican Virago: The Life and Times of Catharine Macaulay (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1992), pp. 8-10. 

720 Catharine Macaulay, The history of England…, Vol. 1 (London: 1763), pp. viii-ix. 

721 Macaulay, History, Vol. 4, pp. 406-9; Vol. 5, pp. 382-83. 
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in the lead-up to the American Revolution.723 Thomas Jefferson’s successive libraries all contained a copy 

of the History of England. 

 Macaulay’s History purposefully emulated a long tradition of radical Whiggery. It was therefore 

hardly surprising that her text would bear the clearest possible signs of the anti-intellectual biases of that 

tradition. When she described the beginning of Stuart rule in the first volume, for example, Macaulay noted 

that James I’s great character flaw was a vain pride in his “school-learning.” Pembroke College, Oxford, 

chartered by James I, was rightly suspected by the people to be a “seminary subservient to the purposes of 

the court.” When Macaulay arrived at the Commonwealth and Protectorate in the fifth volume, by far her 

most important source was pseudo-Ludlow’s Memoirs. She faithfully reproduced pseudo-Ludlow’s critical 

view of the role of the universities during the Interregnum. Macaulay’s account of Cromwell’s rule was almost 

a verbatim copy of pseudo-Ludlow’s. She, too, blamed the fall of the Commonwealth on “the corrupt interests 

of the clergy and the lawyers” – a phrase she pulled directly from the Memoirs.724 

 But the most evident signs of Macaulay’s indebtedness to Old Whig anti-intellectualism appeared 

in the introduction to her first volume, which contained a long string of tropes concerning English 

(mis)education. She began by claiming that she considered “a supposed knowledge of facts seen in the 

false mirror of misrepresentation as one of the great banes of this country.” The History was one of the few 

defenses of liberty that had appeared lately, “whilst the doctrine of slavery finds so many interested writers 

to defend it by fraud and sophistry, in opposition to the common reason of mankind and the experience of 

every age.” Bribed parents ensured the complicity of their offspring: “their children are brought up in the 

doctrine of a necessary servitude, and are taught to regard the champions of liberty as the disturbers of the 

peace of mankind.” Miseducation on such a scale was possible because of the ready availability of those 

“with much learning or rather reading, but without judgment.” “These scholars, in the pursuit of science, lose 

the distinctions of common sense… Hence proceed those opposite opinions among the speculative part of 

mankind in regard to popular and monarchical privileges.” Thanks to them, the “general education of the 

English youth is not adapted to cherish those generous sentiments of independency, which is the only 

 
723 Adams, Works, Vol. 10, p. 202. 
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characteristic of a real gentleman.” At university, the student was ostensibly “initiated in every branch of 

knowledge which distinguishes the man of education from the ignorant herd; but here (…) are taught 

doctrines little calculated to form patriots to support and defend the privileges of the subject in this limited 

monarchy.” “Instead of being formed to love their country and constitution, the laws and liberties of it,” she 

quoted the Whig bishop Gilbert Burnet, “[the students] are rather disposed to love arbitrary government, and 

to become slaves to absolute monarchy.” Understanding the corruption of English learning was to 

understand England’s strange history of civil strife and monarchism. “These are the causes which occasion 

the irrational inclinations of many of the English people in regard to government.”725 

 

b. James Burgh’s Political Disquisitions 

Like Macaulay, James Burgh was one of the last great spokespersons of Old Whiggery. Burgh initially 

planned to follow in his father’s footsteps and become a clergyman for the Church of England. Instead, he 

ended up following the opposite path. After he had settled in London in 1746, he became first an assistant, 

then a schoolmaster, of a Dissenting academy. He also became an avid student of the writings discussed 

throughout this dissertation. According to the historian Carla Hay, during the 1740s and 1750s his political 

philosophy became “an amalgam of Commonwealthman radicalism and Bolingbrokean conservatism.”726 It 

should no way surprise us, then, that Burgh’s first foray into public writing was an old-fashioned Lockeian 

exercise in instruction on Whiggish homeschooling: the Thoughts on education (1747). The Thoughts 

already contained ample hints of Burgh’s radical leanings. It vocally complained, for example, of seeing 

“mankind admire learning (…), and all the while neglect the less ostentatious, but infinitely more valuable 

virtues of humility, meekness, prudence, benevolence, patience, and mortification.” These virtues could be 

found in abundance, Burgh continued, in “the honest husbandman.”727 But Burgh’s real impact on the 

formation and transmission of the Whig tradition was not made with his Thoughts, but with his great 
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compendium of Old Whig political principles, the Political disquisitions (1774-75). The Political disquisitions 

have been called “perhaps the most important political treatise which appeared in England in the first half 

of the reign of George III,” and “the key book” of the American revolutionary generation.728 John Adams felt 

the Disquisitions “ought to be in the hands of every American who has learned to read.”729 Thomas Jefferson 

gave the Disquisitions a most prominent place (right behind Locke, Sidney and Montesquieu) on the 

required reading shortlist he recommended to his friends and wards.730 

 In the third volume of the Disquisitions, Burgh produced unmistakable echoes of the anti-intellectual 

biases of the sources he was synthesizing. In the first chapter, for example, Burgh cited the same university 

critique of Burnet’s that had also drawn Catharine Macaulay’s attention. Under the tutelage of their university 

teachers, the sons of the gentry were “disposed to love arbitrary government, and to become slaves to 

absolute monarchy.” According to Burgh, this had not merely been a problem peculiar to James II’s Catholic 

turn in 1685-87, as the conservative Whig would have it. Under Charles II and continuing under Robert 

Walpole’s recent rule, a hidden process of mental corruption had allowed the nation to be “enslaved by 

shining metal.”731 In the sixth chapter, Burgh elaborated on his views of the role of miseducation in causing 

England’s political woes. All one could find in “our universities of Oxford and Cambridge,” Burgh claimed, 

was “a variety of dissipation and expence.” Consequently, all a student could acquire there was “a turn to 

extravagance, as will ruin all prudence and oeconomy in him for life.” Burgh was frankly pessimistic about 

the prospects of reforming the educational system. “Universities and public schools, especially those 

situated in great towns, seem to be a constitution incapable of proper regulation.” Hence, it was 

“unreasonable to expect” from them “other than dissipation and neglect of studies, if not vice and 

debauchery.” It was the “private educators of youth,” such as Burgh himself, “who alone have it in their 

power to discharge that momentous trust” of instructing the flower of the English gentry.”732 In passages 
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such as these, readers of Burgh’s Disquisitions were confronted with language near-indistinguishable from 

Dissenting and radical Whig invective of the seventeenth and earlier eighteenth centuries. And those 

readers were many, especially in colonial and post-colonial North America. 

 

V. Conclusion 

The English political landscape had changed profoundly since the Glorious Revolution of 1688 and the 

financial revolution which followed it. It was no longer plausible to claim that a grasping monarch presided 

over a monopolistic, oppressive intellectual machine. For neither the monarch nor the clergy now wielded 

the immense power they had once possessed; Parliament reigned supreme. In response, Old Whig ideology 

was transformed and adapted, rather than abandoned. Radical oppositional literature from this period can 

perhaps best be described as a series of imaginative, almost desperate transpositions. The stockjobber was 

like the university don, Walpole was like the Stuart monarch, the Court Whig propagandist was like the 

pretentious bishop. They had to be alike, or else the entire Real Whig creed would descend into irrelevance. 

By the second half of the eighteenth century, very few English observers remained who found this collage 

of comparisons and projections persuasive. Those who still did find it persuasive, like Catharine Macaulay, 

James Burgh, and Thomas Hollis, were outsiders to the game of high politics – unlike the John Miltons, 

James Harringtons, Algernon Sidneys, and Robert Molesworths of earlier times. These leftover Old Whigs 

took solace in the intellectual influence they might still exert. By compiling, summarizing, and disseminating 

a unified “canon” of Real Whig literature, they stimulated the importation of Old Whig ideology – and Old 

Whig anti-intellectualism – into a vibrant strand of American political discourse. That strand was (and still is) 

the Jeffersonian tradition. 
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Chapter 5: Whig Anti-Intellectualism in Jeffersonian Political Thought (1787-1826) 

 

 

The moral sense, or conscience (…), is submitted indeed in some degree to the 
guidance of reason: but it is a small stock which is required for this: even a less 

one than what we call Common sense. State a moral case to a ploughman and a 
professor. The former will decide it as well, and often better than the latter, 

because he has not been led astray by artificial rules. 

Thomas Jefferson (1787) 

 

I. Introduction 

In examining the afterlife of Old Whig ideas in a Jeffersonian intellectual milieu, we are forced to make a 

modest leap in time and space, to a modestly different society. A society with its own peculiar history and 

traditions. Colonial America was not Britain, no matter how much the two societies may have shared in 

common. By engaging in what the historian David Armitage has called “serial contextualism” two things 

become especially important.733 The first is to define sharply which conceptual languages I am seeking to 

connect with one another, because a full picture of the American political and intellectual landscape in this 

period will be well beyond the scope of a single chapter. The second is to sketch briefly the relevant features 

of the society we have leaped to. Getting (superficially) acquainted with this new environment will help us 

understand how and why radical Whig ideas resonated, recommending themselves to certain colonists for 

adoption and adaptation. Section III will be devoted to this second preliminary task. In Section II, I will 

attempt a crude – but, I imagine, a very welcome – summary of the radical or “Old” Whig brand of anti-

intellectualism we have traced through four chapters’ worth of intellectual history. Where has our 

investigation taken us thus far? Can we discern any core features of an anti-intellectualism that is specifically 

(radical) Whig? Answering questions such as these will fulfill one half of the first preliminary task mentioned 

 
733 David Armitage, “What’s the big idea? Intellectual history and the longue durée,” History of European 
Ideas, Vol. 38, No. 4 (2012), pp. 493-99. 
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above, for it will clarify which set of ideas we are interested to see re-emerge within the intellectual context 

of Jeffersonian political thought. 

 But what do I mean by “Jeffersonian,” exactly? That is the other half of that task, which it seems 

more appropriate to tackle in this introductory section. To state the obvious first, the label “Jeffersonian” is 

meant to refer to a phenomenon that extends beyond the life of Thomas Jefferson, the Founding Father and 

third President of the United States, himself. It is also meant to apply to a range of political views and political 

actors inspired by Jefferson. Yet that hardly narrows down our term. For as the historian David Brown has 

noted, perhaps the most remarkable fact about the early history of United States politics is that every major 

American political movement in the first half of the nineteenth century appealed overtly to Jeffersonian ideas. 

No other figure, Brown argued, has similarly dominated the American political landscape in the sense that 

Jefferson did from the 1810s to the 1850s.734 Analogous to how Hegel’s legacy was split into a left- and 

right-Hegelianism after the philosopher’s death, so too could Jefferson’s nineteenth-century heirs be divided 

into “populist” or “left” Jeffersonians (the Jacksonians) and “Enlightenment” or “right” Jeffersonians (the Whig 

Party). This chapter, however, is not primarily concerned with either of these two successor kingdoms. 

Throughout this chapter, the label of Jeffersonian will instead refer chiefly to that first generation of principles 

and people directly responsible for catapulting Thomas Jefferson into the White House in 1801. This means 

that what I refer to as Jeffersonianism will be virtually coterminous with the history of the Democratic-

Republican Party (not to be confused with the party known today as the GOP). Because I want to limit 

myself to the “original” Jeffersonians, leaving out Jackson’s Democratic Party, I have opted for the label 

“Jeffersonian Republicans” instead of the more conventional “Democratic-Republicans.” 

 I will follow the historian Lance Banning in assuming that the Jeffersonian platform was, ideologically 

speaking, profoundly indebted to the arguments of the Antifederalists opposing ratification of the 

Constitution in 1787-88.735 That is why I have chosen the ratification struggle as the moment of conception 

of a Jeffersonian political tradition (Section IV). It was not until 1792 that a recognizable Jeffersonian 

 
734 David Brown, “Jeffersonian ideology and the Second Party System,” The Historian, Vol. 62, No. 1 (1999), 
pp. 17-30. 

735 Lance Banning, The Jeffersonian Persuasion: Evolution of a Party Ideology (Ithaca & London: Cornell 
University Press, 1978), Ch. 4. See also below, Section IV. 
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persuasion came into its own as a political alternative to the centralizing tendencies of leading Federalists. 

The birth of the Jeffersonian tradition I therefore date to 1792-98 (Section V). In the electrified election 

atmosphere of 1798-1800, the Jeffersonians appropriated the entire range of Old Whig beliefs as the 

principles of oppositional purity, from which the Federalists (now cast as the heirs of the Tories and Court 

Whigs) had disastrously deviated (Section VI). Already during Jefferson’s presidency, the internal 

contradictions inherent in a decentralizing president seeking to construct and unify a young nation began to 

show themselves. During his two-term presidency, Jefferson was forced to abandon his previous insistence 

on “strict construction,” or a minimalist interpretation of the constitutional powers of the federal government. 

The unprecedented buildup of federal authority under the Virginia Dynasty (Jefferson, Madison, and 

Monroe) made any such insistence seem ridiculous. That is why we see a shift of emphasis towards the 

anti-intellectual aspect of Jefferson’s initial platform. The Old Whig critique of fiscal and military centralization 

was no longer available to Jefferson, but the Old Whig critique of miseducation still was. From roughly 1804 

– the year in which a dissenting faction of Republicans begin to accuse Jefferson of betraying the “Principles 

of ‘98” – to the end of his life, Jefferson reconceived the struggle against “consolidation” (as centralization 

was then called) largely as a struggle against the encroaching danger of Federalist indoctrination (Section 

VII). 

 

II. The legacy of Old Whig anti-intellectualism 

Eighteenth-century colonial America had inherited from more than a century of radical agitation in the 

metropole a peculiar constellation of anti-intellectual premises and arguments. We have retraced this 

constellation over the course of the previous four chapters, but a summary of its recurring and distinguishing 

features is in order. Firstly, it should be noted that Old Whig anti-intellectualism was, in all but the most 

extreme formulations, qualified. Writers in the Whig tradition qualified their anti-intellectualism in at least two 

ways. They made it conditional firstly on the (perceived) power dynamics that governed the social structure. 

So long as the theological, legal and/or medical professions – the three main learned professions throughout 

the Anglophone world – were complicit, and structurally involved, in oppressive government tactics, they 

were to be denounced. Closely related to the first was a second qualification. The targets of attack tended 
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to be intellectuals not primarily in the epistemological but in the sociological sense. The defining feature of 

the intellectual is access to, and mastery of, specialized knowledge. To the extent that this type of knowledge 

is rare, highly exclusive, and fraught with social distinction, as it certainly was in the early modern 

Anglophone world, the intellectual can be conceived as part of a powerful class or caste. The Whig tended 

to critique intellectuals not primarily for elevating book-learning, but for deriving unwarrantable power from 

such learning, incompatible with a free society. All of this is to say, quite simply, that Old Whig anti-

intellectualism was a political position much more than a philosophical conclusion. 

 The Whig preoccupation with class and power went hand in hand with the assumption that 

intellectuals would defend their privileges tooth and claw. They were expected to do so with the main 

weapons available to them: persuasion, mystification, and awe. Thus, it was not only the bare existence of 

an exalted intellectual class that provoked Whig ire. It was also the content and slant of the output of that 

class. The imputation of a nefarious class interest led the Whig theorists to regard sanctioned knowledge-

production with the greatest possible suspicion. They fully expected intellectuals to spend their every waking 

hour advancing “slavish” interpretations of authoritative principles and texts. Insofar as a learned gentleman 

refrained from pursuing his interests in this way, he was celebrated for keeping the common good ahead of 

private or class benefit. He remembered that he was a citizen before he was a scholar. Such a public-spirited 

intellectual, however rare in practice, was hailed as the only true and proper destination of an unprejudiced 

mind. 

 This meant that the Whig theorists were in principle correct to see no contradiction between any 

intellectual attainments they might themselves possess and the anti-intellectual arguments which they were 

asserting. When they denounced the corruptions, excesses, and self-interested biases of learning, they 

usually kept in mind that there was also a commendable and correct politics of learning – one that affirmed 

rather than undermined the rights of the people as a whole. In this sense, it was no more self-contradictory 

to be an anti-intellectual Whiggish “intellectual” than to be an English peer of the realm proposing, in the 

1640s, the abolition of the House of Lords. 

 The features of the type of learning that triggered Whig alarm are straightforward to describe. In 

principle, any doctrine that seemed designed to defend a greater concentration of power in a relatively small 
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set of executive hands was liable to be denounced as “craft.” Passive obedience was a prominent and 

persistent one, having spanned the entirety of oppositional history from James I to George II. A related 

specter was the divine right of kings, and the infamous Jacobean defense of episcopacy. Together, these 

doctrines formed the core of the theological subclass of perceived intellectual fraud referred to as 

“priestcraft.” Another was, in a more secular and legalistic domain, a capacious construction of the royal 

powers known collectively as “the prerogative.” Historiographically, the Whigs suspected Filmerian theories 

of patriarchical descent and the Bradian rejection of the idea of an ancient constitution. Whig theorists often 

denounced these views not merely for the incorrectness of their content but also on more formal grounds. 

Nefarious learning, so they believed, was characterized by an unnatural complexity, by an implausible 

artificiality, which could only be hidden by deploying the most high-flown language and unfamiliar 

neologisms available to the English tongue. The charges of “sophistry,” “casuistry,” and “artfulness” are too 

frequent and too impassioned in Whig literature to be meant as simple statements of disagreement. These 

terms are in fact laden with meaning. For it was highly significant to the Whigs that the great learned 

professions – theology, law, and sometimes also medicine – had tended to deploy their learning against the 

cause of political liberty. Specialized knowledge and long training thus seemed to twist the mind in 

authoritarian directions. The Whigs assumed a formal parallel between the inaccessibility of the scholar’s 

thoughts and his political predilection for rare and exclusive privileges in the hands of the great. 

 The “good” kind of learning celebrated by the Whig was, in a fundamental sense, the neat inversion 

of the above. Any scholarly discourse tending to the fortification of popular rights was deemed virtuous and 

true. The Whig theorists insisted that erudite opinions ought to be essentially aligned with the ordinary 

understandings and interests of the uneducated. They universally called this ordinary understanding 

“common sense.” By “common sense,” the radical Whigs we have examined meant something signally 

different than the politeness theorists that orbited the Third Earl of Shaftesbury in the first half of the 

eighteenth century. They meant not the kind of right reason that all cultivated human beings ought to 

possess – that is, they saw it not as an aspirational concept – but rather the primal political instincts that, in 

actual fact, governed the simple yeoman’s public involvement. For the radical Whigs, common sense was 

the commoner’s sense, always intended as the opposite of oversophisticated reason. In a way, then, the 

Old Whigs meant by “common sense” virtually the opposite of what the politeness theorists were after. Not 
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politeness, studied delicacy, and expensive self-cultivation were signs of common sense, but rude, 

uncompromising assertions of natural or ancient freedoms.  

In the same way that the Whigs assumed a formal resemblance between corrupt learning and 

antirepublican politics, so too did they assume that common sense and their preferred political system 

shared deep formal similarities. Throughout their arguments, there emerged a strict parallelism between the 

modesty of habits they had championed since the advent of Puritanism, the unadorned self-evidence of the 

preferability of the liberty they advocated, and the plainness of logic and speech which they demanded from 

political actors. In this way, the ideal center of political gravity (i.e., the ploughman), the constitution which 

made the ploughman central (i.e., popular government), and the frame of mind appropriate to both (i.e., 

common sense), were linked together by formal resemblance. The only way to achieve this kind of general 

reformation, the Whig theorists further supposed, was to bring the establishments of learning firmly under 

control of, or at least in line with, a popular state. We might call this stance “academic Erastianism,” in 

acknowledgment of the religious impulse from which it ultimately sprang. The universities, inns of court, and 

medical schools were to serve as the handmaids of popular government, not as pockets of antirepublican 

indoctrination. 

 This formed, roughly speaking, the distinctive vocabulary of Old Whig anti-intellectualism that was 

transmitted to the American colonies in the eighteenth century. It went well beyond a generic “populism,” or 

rejection of elites, for several reasons. For one, it was usually far more nuanced and qualified than a plain 

rejection of intellectual elites. Secondly, it furnished a concrete historical theory of where and when the 

intellectual establishment had gone awry in the Anglophone world. Thirdly, it represented a concrete reaction 

to the social and constitutional fabric of early modern England and Britain.736 Without the political ideal of 

the yeoman farmer, the constellation of ideas would have looked very different. It was not necessary to have 

a comprehensive understanding of oppositional literature to recognize the existence and implications of this 

distinctive vocabulary. For, as we have seen, any classic shortlist of “greats” – Milton, Harrington, Sidney, 

Molesworth, “Cato,” Bolingbroke – contained some of the most evocative expressions of Old Whig anti-

 
736 Perhaps populism is never a generic concept, but always conditioned and modified by historical context. 
In that case, however, the objection loses its coherence, for it allows that we can speak of a specifically “Old 
Whig populism,” containing a specifically “Old Whig anti-intellectualism.” 
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intellectualism. And if the Old Whig platform took root, in slightly modified form, in the American colonies, so 

too did its traditional suspicion of the political role of intellectuals. To see why it made historical sense to 

seek to apply the Old Whig language of anti-intellectualism to American colonial society, we first need to 

take a closer look at that society itself. 

  

III. Setting the scene: the Thirteen Colonies on the eve of the Revolution 

Colonial American society was very much unlike the present-day United States. In fact, as the historian 

Gordon Wood has argued, colonial society was closer to Stuart England than to any modern democracy. 

Indeed, by the middle of the eighteenth century, colonial society was probably more “Stuart,” more 

traditional, than England itself, which had experienced some change as a result of its constitutional 

struggles. The most obvious sense in which colonial American society was relatively traditional concerned 

the structure of political authority. At the head of each colonial government stood a governor who 

symbolized, and was appointed by, the Crown. The governor was aided in his administrative tasks, and 

advised, by a colonial “assembly.” In a sense, therefore, the assembly played the role which the Stuarts had 

wished to see the English and British Parliament fulfill. Formal royal influence in the colonies (in the form of 

nomination powers, for example) had been significantly weakened by the eighteenth century. Yet the 

strongest tendrils of gubernatorial and royal power throughout the colonies had always been informal 

patronage ties, and those ties were as strong as ever on the eve of Revolution in 1775-76. What is more, 

such patronage powers in the governor went virtually unchallenged from below. Whereas British prime 

ministers suffered a constant barrage of denunciations in the metropole for their strategic use of “places and 

pensions,” the colonial governors received no comparable backlash despite using a similar toolkit. When 

the critiques did pick up, however, in the second half of the eighteenth century, they led to a flood of 

ceaseless reform efforts far more radical than anything Britain had ever seen.737 

 
737 Gordon Wood, The Radicalism of the American Revolution (New York: Vintage Books, 1993 [1991]), pp. 
44, 78-81. 
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 Another aspect of colonial power dynamics attracted internal controversy far more readily. Most 

colonies had always contained a rich diversity of religious creeds. Most colonies, indeed, had been 

established or reestablished on the principle of religious freedom. Yet there was one denomination which 

tended overwhelmingly to be favored by the (royal or local) officials and governors that managed day-to-

day affairs in the colonies: the Anglican Church. While the colonists taken together subscribed to a wide 

range of religious faiths, the governmental elite was mostly Anglican. Membership of the Anglican Church 

was to many undoubtedly a sincere expression of belief, but it was also an indicator of social prestige and 

of commitment to English cultural and political dominance.738 The more so because relatively few ordinary 

colonists subscribed to Anglicanism: this underrepresentation only accentuated the strong ties that existed 

between the Church of England and the colonies’ administrative elite. Precisely because religious inequality 

had been so central to the historical memory of the colonists, these power dynamics were always acutely 

perceived. Few colonists could have missed the fact that no clergy went as far as the Anglican one in 

legitimating and magnifying the authority of the British monarch.739 Few could have responded indifferently 

when the Church of England began to expand dramatically from the 1760s, in flock, in real estate, and in 

ministerial corps.740 Few would have ignored the historical portents of the surge of High Church sentiment 

among colonial Anglicans in the early eighteenth century, in reaction to the (limited) toleration brought on by 

the Glorious Revolution.741 And few would have been unaware that the Society for the Propagation of the 

Gospel in New England – an Anglican society formally established to convert the Native Americans to 

Christianity – was partly driving this religious offensive against Dissenting colonists.742 These circumstances 

fueled a constant state of agitation among the colonists about renewed oppression and indoctrination from 

a domineering church establishment. It was this type of anxiety that dominated what the historian Richard 

 
738 Wood, Creation, pp. 75-76. 

739 Wood, Radicalism, pp. 17-18. 

740 Fredrick V. Mills, “Anglican expansion in Colonial America, 1761-1775,” Historical Magazine of the 
Protestant Episcopal Church, Vol. 39, No. 3 (1970), pp. 315-24. 

741 Robert W. Prichard, “Anglicanism,” in: “Anglicanism,” in: Jason E. Vickers (ed.), The Cambridge 
Companion to American Protestantism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022), p. 321. 

742 Richard James Hooker, “The Mayhew Controversy,” Church History, Vol. 5, No. 3 (1936), pp. 239-55, 
still provides a serviceable survey of the rising religious tensions in the Thirteen Colonies. 
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Hofstadter has termed the “paranoid style” in American politics, especially during the early years of the 

republic.743 

 The strong ties between the American colonial elite and the Anglican Church were all the more 

significant because of the social habits that characterized these societies. For despite the much-vaunted 

“liberty” of Englishmen on both sides of the Atlantic, colonial America was at bottom a deferential society. 

Children were expected to be entirely submissive to their parents. All Americans, like their British overlords, 

were technically subjects and expected to be devoted to their monarch, the supreme patriarch of the nation. 

But the most tangible and omnipresent social divide in the colonies, as in Britain, was between the humble 

and the great. The former were always expected to show due respect, even awe, to the latter. By and large, 

they did. Elaborate systems of paternalism and patronage added to this “soft” hierarchy a concrete financial 

aspect. The divide between inferiors and superiors expressed itself somewhat differently in America than in 

the metropole, however. Unlike Britain, the American colonies possessed no hereditary aristocracy. This 

meant that all the weight of social distinction, and all the energies of aspiration and competition, attached 

themselves to the difference between “commoner” and “gentry.” To be part of the gentry – to be a gentleman 

or -woman – was to belong to the only social elite available to the American colonies. The boundary between 

commoner and gentleman or -woman, or non-elite and elite, was also much more porous than the line that 

had separated Britain’s aristocracy from the rest of society. Gentility expressed itself in dress, in speech, in 

consumption, in leisure, and in education – not in a fixed title. Sometimes the difference between commoner 

and gentleman or -woman was hard to tell. For some, it was possible to make the momentous leap and be 

recognized by one’s peers as part of the gentry. This context meant two things. Firstly, it made social 

competition more intense and invidious in America than in the metropole, where one’s social status was to 

some extent determined at birth. Unsurprisingly, then, gentility became the focus of intense (and sustained) 

scrutiny when American political culture developed in radically democratic directions from the 1780s 

onwards. Secondly, it meant that the learned professions, always considered a part of the gentry in the 

 
743 Richard Hofstadter, The Paranoid Style in American Politics, and Other Essays (New York: Albert A. 
Knopf, 1966), pp. 3-40. 
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Anglophone world on account of their cultural capital, stood at the apex of society in colonial America to a 

degree that they had not done in Britain.744 

 All this meant that it made structural sense for a generation of Americans steeped in revolutionary 

attitudes to apply Old Whig concepts to their own society. When they read about the dangers of “priestcraft,” 

about overweening Anglican Church establishments, about the learned defending the interests of the 

powerful, about false doctrines designed to magnify the prerogatives of a monarchical executive, about the 

oppression of the lowborn ploughman, they could recognize the social fabric around them. In a sense, the 

Old Whig analysis was indeed more applicable to American society than to contemporary England, since 

the learned professions were at the apex of society in the former, whereas in the latter they were not. To be 

sure, the transplantation of Old Whig radicalism did not happen all at once. After the revolution we first see 

a republicanization of society. This first reaction interrogated primarily the colonies’ involvement in a 

monarchical empire. From the second half of the 1780s onwards we can also see a democratization of 

society, in which the social fabric of the new nation was itself scrutinized and challenged.745 It is during this 

second phase that we observe the gradual adoption of Old Whig social critique.746 And it is into this second 

phase that we must now parachute to trace the beginnings of Jeffersonian political thought. 

 

IV. The Antifederalist connection, 1787-88 

The first outlines of Jeffersonian ideology could be glimpsed through the so-called ratification struggle of 

1787-88. The stakes of this political contest were simple. Were the newly independent American ex-colonies 

to be governed according to the highly decentralized Articles of Confederation of 1781, or according to a 

new, more “energetic” Constitution? Since the question at issue was whether to submit to greater central 

control and to a powerful single executive (a President), those opposed to the adoption of the Constitution 

 
744 Wood, Radicalism, pp. 22, 24-43. 

745 Wood, Radicalism, Pts. II & III. 

746 Gordon Wood, “The American Revolution,” in: Mark Goldie & Robert Wokler (eds.), The Cambridge 
History of Eighteenth-Century Political Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), p. 623, 
speaks of “the populist atmosphere of the 1780s.” 
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began to reach for the political literature in which they had seen this dilemma most forcefully described. That 

literature, of course, was the Old Whig canon which had inspired their resistance to British rule in the first 

place. The “Antifederalists,” as these opponents of the new Constitution were called, were arguably the first 

political group that systematically turned the Old Whig analysis inwards, towards developments within 

American politics. It is in this sense that Antifederalism has been termed a “Country” movement. It provided 

the template for Jeffersonian opposition to the maneuvers of the Federalists from the 1790s onwards.747 

 It should be noted right away that the continuity between the Jeffersonian Republicans and the 

Antifederalists was limited. For one, there was no significant continuity in personnel. Many Antifederalists 

became Jeffersonians in the 1790s, but the same was also true for many “Federalists,” or proponents of the 

new Constitution in 1787-88.748 Jeffersonian Republicanism was a big-tent movement par excellence. There 

was also very little continuity between the Jeffersonians and Antifederalists in terms of political objectives. 

Thomas Jefferson was an unambiguous proponent of the new Constitution in the ratification struggle. 

Throughout their existence, the Jeffersonian Republicans advocated the strictest possible adherence to the 

letter of the Constitution. True, that usually meant in practice a minimalist interpretation of the prerogatives 

of the federal government. But the Jeffersonians never questioned the legitimacy or desirability of that 

federal government in the first place.749 Yet that was precisely what the Antifederalists were doing in 1787-

88. 

 The real continuity, then, lay in the realm of political language and political style. Some of the 

Antifederalist arguments against the new Constitution were technical and practical in nature, like the 

“scientific” argument about the absurdity of an imperium in imperio (“sovereignty within a sovereignty,” in 

 
747 Alfred F. Young, The Democratic Republicans of New York: The Origins, 1763-1797 (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1967); Banning, Jeffersonian Persuasion, pp. 113-15; James H. Hutson, 
“Country, Court, and Constitution: Antifederalism and the historians,” William and Mary Quarterly, Vol. 38 
(1981), pp. 337-68. 

748 Noble E. Cunningham, The Jeffersonian Republicans: The Formation of Party Organization, 1789-1801 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1957), p. 23. Cunningham, Jeffersonian Republicans, p. 
218, also notes that the Jeffersonian Republicans themselves carefully disavowed any continuity with the 
Antifederalists. 

749 James P. Young, “American political thought from Jeffersonian republicanism to progressivism,” in: 
Gareth Stedman Jones & Gregory Claeys (eds.), The Cambridge History of Nineteenth-Century Political 
Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), pp. 381, 384-85. 
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other words, a federal structure).750 For the most part, however, the Antifederalist polemic against the 

Constitution was a reformulation of Old Whig arguments against centralized control. The Antifederalists 

insisted that a remote class of professional politicians, unchecked by their constituents, would succumb to 

the temptation of bribery and corruption. They warned against the politics of the drawing room, where 

oligarchs would hatch plots against the popular interest. They feared that the popular or republican element 

in the Constitution would soon be eliminated and that the President or Senate – representing the 

monarchical and aristocratic elements – would arrogate its powers instead. Old Whig echoes such as these, 

and the ways in which they were picked up by the Jeffersonians, have already been explored by other 

scholars, so we will leave them aside.751 Far more significant, for the purposes of this dissertation, was 

another Old Whig tendency that was adopted by the Antifederalists and copied by the Jeffersonians – one 

that has not received sufficient scholarly acknowledgement so far. That tendency was the radical Whig habit 

of associating the learned with any looming conspiracy against liberty. 

 As the ratification struggle unfolded, it became readily apparent that the traditional patterns of 

deference that had governed American society would work powerfully against the Antifederalist cause. The 

well-educated overwhelmingly supported the Constitution. As one modern observer has estimated, “out of 

a hundred or more newspapers printed in the late eighties only a dozen supported the Antifederalists.”752 

The Antifederalists were well aware of the massive rhetorical and intellectual preponderance on the side of 

the pro-Constitution Federalists. One Antifederalist complained to a friend that “the presses are in a great 

measure secured to their side.”753 Another, a representative in the Massachusetts ratification convention, 

observed wryly that “the most learned men are in favour of the Constitution but Let the artilery [sic] be turned 

about and we may finish the matter and go home in 2 days.”754 One of the things the Antifederalists worried 

 
750 Wood, Creation, pp. 527-28. 

751 Most notably in Banning, Jeffersonian Persuasion, pp. 105-13. 

752 Wood, Creation, p. 486. 

753 Joshua Atherton to John Lamb, Letter of June 11, 1788, quoted in: Robert A. Rutland, The Ordeal of the 
Constitution: The Antifederalists and the Ratification Struggle of 1787-1788 (Norman: University of 
Oklahoma Press, 1966), p. 211. 

754 Justus Dwight, “Journal” (18 January 1788), in: John P. Kaminski et al. (eds.), The Documentary History 
of the Ratification of the Constitution (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2009) (henceforth DHR), 
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223 
   

about as they noted this educational gap was class pressure. If one of the central markers of gentility and 

elite status turned out to be eloquent and learned support of the new Constitution, then the Antifederalist 

position began to look base and ignoble. If the gentry were to throw their weight behind the Constitution, 

then respect for one’s betters and ancient linkages of patronage and dependence could usher in a Federalist 

victory. In response, many Antifederalists began to adopt a self-consciously “democratic” voice. At the same 

time, they began to accuse their Federalist adversaries of rank “aristocracy” or, worse, “monarchism.” Yet 

such Antifederalist exercises in reverse psychology only partially concealed an anxiety about a possibility 

that would soon become reality. The Antifederalists were afraid, and justifiably so, as it turned out, that they 

would be “not so much beaten as overawed.”755 

 But losing the debate itself was not the only thing the Antifederalists were afraid of as they began 

to acknowledge the educational gulf that separated them from their Federalist opponents. Their fears in fact 

ran much deeper and had a profoundly ideological coloration. They suspected, in classic Old Whig vein, 

that their opponents’ intellectual pride predisposed them to the antirepublican system proposed in the 

Constitution. “Learning has ever been considered by all wise men to be the bane of republicanism,” claimed 

one contributor to a New York periodical titled, tellingly, the Poughkeepsie Country Journal. “[B]esides the 

men the most distinguished for genius and learning, are friendly to that system of tyranny planned by those 

usurpers at Philadelphia.”756 During the Massachusetts ratification debate, Amos Singletary admonished his 

audience never to forget the connections between different classes of intellectual crooks: “These lawyers, 

and men of learning, and monied men, that talk so finely and gloss over matters so smoothly, to make us 

poor illiterate people swallow down the pill, expect to get into Congress themselves; they expect to be the 

managers of this Constitution and get all the power and all the money into their own hands, and then they 

will swallow up all us little folks, like the great Leviathan.”757 In the New York convention, the Antifederalist 

representative Thomas Tredwell prefaced his Old Whig rant by professing his inexperience in speaking 

publicly. The contest “between freedom and power” was so important, however, that he could no longer 
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remain silent. Government, Tredwell charged, used to be more or less for the benefit of the ruled, until 

lawyers began to jargon away the terms of the social contract. The Constitution had been written in the 

manner of the “lawyers and Pharisees of old” – privileging narrow interests but neglecting the real objective 

of securing “law, judgment, mercy and faith.” The doctrines of priests and lawyers, Tredwell added, tended 

“to corrupt our political faith, to take us off our guard, and lull to sleep that jealousy which, we are told by all 

writers – and it is proved by all experience – is essentially necessary for the preservation of freedom.”758 An 

essential part of the democratic voice adopted by the Antifederalists in these debates was therefore to try 

to turn their opponents’ eloquence against them. If the Antifederalist adoption of Old Whiggery was 

persuasive, then it was clear to all whom the grandiloquent, deceptive, crafty Federalist resembled. 

Yet the most ferocious kind of discourse emanated not from the urban coastal region but from rural 

Pennsylvania. Pennsylvania was in many ways the most radical laboratory of revolutionary ideas and 

practice.759 In Carlisle, Pennsylvania, the Federalist case was met with extremely stiff and sometimes violent 

Antifederalist resistance. In the wake of a physical confrontation between the two sides known as the 

“Carlisle Riot,” an Antifederalist “address of thanks” was printed in the Freeman’s Journal. This address was 

extraordinary for the comprehensiveness with which it mimicked the Old Whig language of anti-

intellectualism. 

Will [our] brave freeborn yeoman, then, tamely submit to be circumvented 
or cajoled out of their freedom and invaluable rights by a few petty 
domestic tyrants? No, we are persuaded they never will. It is, gentlemen, 
with the most agreeable surprise that we behold a very few country 
farmers and mechanics nonplus the great rabbis and doctors of the 
schools, who no doubt summoned in all the rhetoric, logic, and sophistry 
they were capable of on this occasion. We rejoice to see scholastic 
learning and erudition fly before simple reason, plain truth, and common 
sense.760 

In one stroke, the ratification struggle was here linked to a broader contest between the common-sense 

yeoman and the oversophisticated university doctor. 
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In the turbulent context of Pennsylvania, such full-throttled redeployments of Old Whig anti-

intellectualism were the norm rather than the exception among the Antifederalists. In early 1788, as public 

hostility between the two parties reached a boiling point in rural Pennsylvania, two authors began to stoke 

the flames with incendiary essays. The first was the anonymous “Centinel,” one of the most influential and 

widely read Antifederalist pamphleteers. According to “Centinel,” there was “an ambitious junto,” a “phalanx 

of tyranny” at large in American society. This combination of usurpers, “versed in Machiavellian arts, can 

varnish over with the semblance of freedom the most despotic instrument of government ever projected.” 

The Constitution would bring “arbitrary power and office-making,” “a numerous and permanent standing 

army,” “lucrative, needless offices to provide for the swarms of gaping, almost famished expectants.” Yet the 

Federalists were making alarming headway in convincing the public that the Constitution would bring liberty 

and peace instead. “The contest was very unequal: well-meaning, though uninformed men, were opposed 

to great learning, eloquence and sophistry in the shape of lawyers, doctors and divines, who were capable 

and seemed disposed to delude by deceptive glosses and specious reasoning.” If it had not been for “the 

patriotism and firmness” of a handful of Antifederalist printers, “Centinel” argued, “which gave an opportunity 

to enlightened truth to come forward, and by her powers to detect the sophistry, and expose the fallacy of 

such impositions, liberty must have been overcome by the wiles of ambition, and this land of freemen have 

become the miserable abode of slaves.”761 

The second author was William Petrikin, writing under the pseudonym “The Scourge.” Petrikin was 

a Carlisle citizen who proudly proclaimed that he was a “mechanic… who never spent an hour in coledge.” 

In the aftermath of the Carlisle Riot, he penned a spiteful commentary in the Carlisle Gazette. The basic 

message of his editorial was that the local Federalists were feminized, posh cowards too weak to face “the 

friends of liberty” – the Antifederalists – in person. After the Federalists had won a treacherous victory in the 

convention, they tried to celebrate in the streets but were “baffled” by an Antifederalist crowd. In response, 

they “betook themselves to law for revenge; as this was their native region (some of the principal partizans 

being attornies),” yet they failed to score a legal victory. “They then betook themselves to scribbling; here 
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again they promised themselves the advantage, having the learned professions on their side.” Even on the 

literary front, however, they found themselves soon battered by the broadsides of pamphleteers such as 

Petrikin himself. At the end of his editorial, Petrikin enclosed a “poem” ridiculing the Federalist role in the 

Carlisle Riot. The Federalists “with curls flying / Weary steps, and powdered heads / Soften’d hands” step 

out into the streets to meet “Crowds of whigs assembled.” As soon as violence ensues, the Federalist 

procession scatters and flees. Petrikin was convinced that the reason why the Federalists made such poor 

brawlers was that they consisted mainly of “Lawyers and doctors,” the type of flaccid intellectuals who would 

“forsake their general [Alexander Hamilton] in his need.”762  

Firebrands such as Petrikin and “Centinel” were exponents of a radical ideology which the historian 

Saul Cornell has termed “backcountry Antifederalism.”763 While the wealthy leaders of the Antifederalist 

movement generally hailed from the urban coastland and abided by the orthodoxies of Anglo-American 

gentility, these more “plebeian” figures prided themselves on their agrarian roots and were unafraid to assail 

any vestige of aristocracy whatsoever. Both types of Antifederalists were appropriating the language of Old 

Whiggery to denounce the Federalists. However, given the sympathies of the political tradition we have 

traced throughout this dissertation, the only truly consistent and plausible appropriation was certainly of the 

“backcountry” variety. 

It has sometimes been suggested, with the benefit of hindsight, that the Antifederalist opposition 

was relatively feeble. But the effectiveness of at least the anti-intellectual strand of Antifederalist 

argumentation was demonstrated by the fact that even the Federalists acknowledged its force. In late 1787, 

a shrewd Massachusetts Federalist (“Atticus”) reversed his opponents’ arguments by accepting as an 

empirical fact the antidemocratic tendencies of the learned. “It is certain that in a country like ours,” he 

argued, “mere democracy can never be the prevailing government.” For history had shown that democratic 

citizens would inevitably “pay the learned professions ill, and particularly are apt to leave the clergy 

unsupported. So that the influence of learning and religious instruction, is against them.” Atticus simply 
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assumed that such influence was indispensable to any viable regime, so that in Brahmin Massachusetts 

especially “a pure democracy can never prevail.” For the same reason, however, neither could aristocracy. 

Intellectuals tended to favor a third option, familiar to any student of recent European history. “You will find 

most of the learned professions disposed to give strength to the monarchical principle,” continued Atticus, 

agreeing essentially with the radical premises of his Antifederalist opponents. “And by a most natural 

connection, the kingdom and priesthood always go together.” The solution proposed by Atticus was the 

mixed constitution. The necessary evil of a monarchical executive, supported by the learned, would 

“balance” the aristocratic and popular elements. Massachusetts may already have such a delicately 

balanced state. But in the absence of a similar federal Constitution, Atticus argued (rather unpersuasively), 

the nightmare vision of Cato’s Letters would become a reality. There would be an “artificial scarcity of 

money,” land would “depreciate,” taxes would be “severely felt,” “all public and private credit [would be] lost,” 

and “harpy speculators” would stoke the fires of popular resentment. Any popular backlash would be 

doomed to fail because the Massachusetts financial interest would have been left unchecked by federal 

authority for too long.764 In effect, this highly sophisticated Federalist was suggesting that ratification – not 

rejection – of the new Constitution was the only logical conclusion of the history and theory of radical 

Whiggery. 

 Another Federalist response which implicitly acknowledged the persuasive force of Antifederalist 

anti-intellectualism was to worry over its effects. In unruly Carlisle, Pennsylvania, the man who perhaps best 

represented the social conservatism of the Federalists was Charles Nisbet, a Scottish Presbyterian 

clergyman who had been appointed President of Dickinson College in 1785. In the second half of the 1780s, 

Nisbet expressed the profoundest anxiety over the anti-intellectual attitude he saw emerging around him. 

He felt compelled to reassure his young students (as well as himself) that “men of learning (…) are much 

fitter for every part of the business of government, than the ordinary class of people.” As the ratification 

struggle unfolded, his political message became increasingly shrill. During the commencement services 

Nisbet organized at Dickinson College in spring 1788, “the great Drift of all the Discourses,” noted one 

disgusted Antifederalist observer, “was to prove the mass of the people to be void of every liberal Sentiment” 
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and “destitute of understanding and integrity.” Even after the ratification struggle was concluded, Nisbet 

openly wondered whether the three traditional learned professions would survive the continuing onslaught. 

Swaths of the American electorate had become so distrustful of professional learning, he thought, that near 

everyone now considered himself “his own Lawyer,” “his own Physician,” and “his own Confessor.” Given 

Nisbet’s political involvement, it is hardly surprising that Carlisle’s local Antifederalists felt that “Dickinson 

Coledge will be a Choice nursery for Federal officers and rulers.”765 

 During the ratification struggle, Thomas Jefferson may have been on the Federalist side, but in 

those years he was already occasionally expressing himself in language much closer to Antifederalist 

ideology. On 10 August 1787, he wrote a famous letter to his nephew Peter Carr in which he outlined his 

ideal curriculum to shape future generations of republican citizens. The most remarkable, and oft-quoted, 

element of Jefferson’s letter is essentially an offhand remark about the uselessness of moral philosophy: 

The moral sense, or conscience (…), is submitted indeed in some degree 
to the guidance of reason: but it is a small stock which is required for this: 
even a less one than what we call Common sense. State a moral case to 
a ploughman and a professor. The former will decide it as well, and often 
better than the latter, because he has not been led astray by artificial rules. 

The historian Richard Hofstadter has minimized the significance of this passage. Jefferson was “simply 

expressing a conventional idea of eighteenth-century thinking” that every human being had a God-given 

moral faculty. Jefferson would not have dared, so argues Hofstadter, to assert anything so radical as “the 

intellectual superiority of the plowman.”766 Several contextual considerations cast doubt on a “generic” 

reading of this passage, however. Firstly, the above passage is almost a verbatim copy of a locution by John 

Trenchard and Thomas Gordon, which in turn was a secularized version of a statement by the Puritan and 

Parliamentarian ideologue William Dell.767 Secondly, it is one thing to suggest that every person possesses 

an innate moral faculty, but quite another to add an element of being “led astray by artificial rules.” This 

addition does indeed invoke the anti-intellectual voice of a thinker like Bolingbroke (whom we know Jefferson 
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read and deeply respected).768 Thirdly, we must read Jefferson’s words in the immediate context of radical 

Antifederalism. The unnatural logic of the professor, the underestimated ploughman, the sufficiency of 

common sense – all these elements we can also find in the rabidly Antifederalist Address of thanks that was 

written in Carlisle a few short months later. Rather than repeating an eighteenth-century commonplace, 

Jefferson was privately imitating the new ideological orientation of backcountry Antifederalism. It was only 

a taste of what was to follow. 

 

V. The emergence of the Jeffersonian Republicans, 1792-98 

Thomas Jefferson had always been preoccupied with the subject of education. In 1776, as the American 

state governments began the work of framing the newly independent societies, Jefferson contributed four 

bills to the revision of Virginia’s legal code. One of these bills was titled “A Bill for the More General Diffusion 

of Knowledge.” The bill, which was read but rejected in 1779, contained a relatively elaborate plan for the 

erection of public schools. In 1786, in a private letter, Jefferson would single out this bill as “the most 

important bill in our whole code” and the only sure “foundation (…) for the preservation of freedom, and 

happiness.”769 The point of the bill, according to the text itself, was to render “those persons, whom nature 

hath endowed with genius and virtue (…) by liberal education worthy to receive, and able to guard the 

sacred deposit of the rights and liberties of their fellow citizens.”770 Jefferson’s aim in these early years was 

therefore to gentilize the public through liberal education. Only a liberal education, no matter how short, 

could “enable [the people] to see that it is in their interest to preserve peace and order,” as Jefferson himself 

 
768 Cf. Thomas Jefferson to Francis Eppes, Letter of 19 January 1821, in: Jefferson, Papers of Thomas 
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put it in 1787.771 These objectives aligned the early Jefferson with most contemporary Enlightenment 

theorists of education, who sought to design a system that would educate the public into upholding the 

principles of the Revolution.772 It also aligned him, in the terms laid out in this dissertation, with the politeness 

theorists of early eighteenth-century Britain rather than with the Old Whig tradition. In 1787-88, as we have 

seen, Jefferson became impressed by the ideological innovations of the Antifederalists. But it still took a 

long time before he allowed the full implications of the Antifederalist connection to encroach on his 

longstanding Enlightenment views concerning education.773 

In the early 1790s, Jefferson began to secede openly from his former Founder and Federalist allies. 

The critical register he and his circle came to adopt was recognizably Old Whig, yet still a far cry from the 

full-blown social revisionism of backcountry Antifederalism. The early Jeffersonian platform was dominated 

by Old Whig critiques of fiscal and economic centralization, containing only the faintest hints of the anti-

intellectual posture that had traditionally complemented them. 

The story of the growing rift between Alexander Hamilton and Thomas Jefferson is well-known and 

requires only the barest sketch. While both Founders were drawn into President George Washington’s 

cabinet – the former as Secretary of the Treasury and the latter as Secretary of State – disagreements 

between the two over the proper interpretation of the Constitution quickly multiplied. The controversy began 

in earnest with Hamilton’s proposal for the erection of a federal bank in December 1790. However, Jefferson 

and his fellow objectors correctly interpreted this measure as merely the capstone of a broader Hamiltonian 

project to turn the Secretary of the Treasury into a kind of clientelistic fixer for the executive in the style of 
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the Earl of Danby in Restoration England.774 The Jeffersonian faction was born from the conviction that 

Hamilton’s maneuvers constituted an unconstitutional, dangerous departure from the proper separation of 

powers. Tensions escalated in 1791-92 because of an epistolary feud between the advocates and 

opponents of Hamilton’s policies, largely carried on via proxy and in private.775 It was highly significant for 

the early argumentative direction of early Jeffersonianism that its opposition at this stage was still presented 

as a personal disagreement with Hamilton. Since Hamilton was Washington’s financial minister, the 

Jeffersonians were induced to phrase their views as limited dissent on technical matters of fiscal and 

economic policy. So long as George Washington remained in play as an unassailable icon of the Revolution, 

the Jeffersonians were prevented from mounting a more fundamental social critique. 

Yet there were signs even in these early years of the direction that Jeffersonian ideology was about 

to take. Take for example the Political inquiries, published by the war veteran and journalist Robert Coram 

in 1791. This work can best be described as a political-economical critique of Hamilton’s financial system 

disguised as a Lockeian educational reform tract. Coram’s basic point was that the American state was 

entirely biased towards the urban, mercantile population, and that this was a travesty given the key role of 

the small-time farmer. “The first man born was a tiller of the ground, and agriculture therefore nearly coeval 

with the creation.” In a rustic state of Arcadian simplicity, there was no need for education, for “where all 

property is in common, there is no necessity of learning to acquire or defend it.” The emergence of civil 

society, however had deprived “a man of his natural means of subsistence,” and it was “by the knowledge 

of some art or science that man is to provide for subsistence in civil society.” It was therefore a vital state 

task, Coram continued, to provide equal opportunity to education for all its citizens. Yet instead, and this 

was the political sting of Coram’s argument, “this notion” of an equal system of education “is laughed out of 

countenance; and some very grave personages have not scrupled to assert, that as we have copied the 

English in our form of federal government, we ought to imitate them in the establishment of a nobility also.” 

Instead of providing all citizens with the means of subsistence through educational opportunities, the state 

was busy creating a (monied) aristocracy. The reason for this nefarious form of social engineering was plain. 

 
774 See Southcombe & Tapsell, Restoration Politics, pp. 45-46. See also Chapter 3, Section II, of this 
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“[M]ost of the American legislatures are composed of lawyers and merchants,” while “the farmer has no 

opportunity of getting his son instructed.” And because the farmer “through a deficiency in his education (…) 

is unable to speak with propriety” against the lawyerly and mercantile interest, all he could do was witness 

“the dearest interest of his country basely bartered away.” It was clear to any contemporary reader to whom 

Coram was referring when he blasted the “narrow and unequitable policies”, the “blind adherence to 

contemptible precedents from arbitrary and corrupt governments,” and the “blind adherence to British policy” 

that systematically favored mercantile over agricultural interests and created a new aristocracy. He was 

referring, of course, to the Hamiltonian-Federalist imitators of the British art of financial and political 

management.776 

We can find the same mixture of Old Whig fiscal-economic argumentation and subtle undertones 

of anti-intellectualism in George Logan’s Jeffersonian manifesto Letters addressed to the yeomanry of the 

United States (1791). This, too, was first and foremost a polemic against Hamiltonian political economy, and 

only secondarily a subtle dig at the educational pretensions of Hamilton’s beneficiaries. “As all the private 

and public wealth of a country arises from the land,” began Logan, “every indirect tax, however circuitous, 

must finally flow from the same source.” This meant that even the consumption tax Hamilton had recently 

introduced was only the first step in a cumulative transfer of wealth from the productive countryside to the 

parasitic financial center. “The facility of adding to the old taxes, or inventing new ones – the ease of 

collecting – the pecuniary advantages which a great number of citizens gains as agents, and the deception 

which takes place upon acquiring a revenue by indirect tax upon articles of consumption will all tend to 

establish this destructive system.” The “principle of fiscality” would come to pervade the entire government, 

until at last “the interest of the Farmer, the mechanic, the laborer, and the most necessary and useful 

citizens, will constantly be sacrificed to rich monied men.” But how had the Hamiltonians been able to 

convince Congress to assent to such a slippery-sloped system in the first place? Because the American 

“yeomanry” had allowed itself “to be duped by the low cunning and artifice of half-informed Lawyers, and 

 
776 Robert Coram, Political inquiries: to which is added, a plan for the general establishment of schools 
throughout the United States (Wilmington, DE: 1791), pp. 43, 65-66, 90-91, 103, 106, 117. 



 

233 
   

mercenary Merchants.” In this way, Logan front-staged the traditional Old Whig critique of fiscal innovation 

while sprinkling it with gestures towards the gilded speech of the highly educated.777 

The same point can be made about Joel Barlow’s Advice to the privileged orders and his Conspiracy 

of kings, both from 1792. Writing from London, Barlow seized the context of the escalation of the French 

Revolution in the early 1790s – which he controversially approved of – to make a broader point about the 

unsustainability of entrenched privilege in any society. The Advice used the French example to deliver a 

barely veiled threat to a range of “privileged orders”: reform or perish. In the table of contents, Barlow listed 

the various “affairs of nations” which stood in need of a general “revolution.” More than half of the items on 

this list were domains in which the Jeffersonians were now attacking the Hamiltonians in Old Whig terms: 

“the military,” “the administration of justice,” “revenue and public expenditure,” and “the means of 

subsistence.” In each case, Barlow described radical reforms in France in terms meant to enhance the 

parallels to the American political landscape. In the sixth chapter, for example, he described “the venality of 

offices in modern governments,” which in France was best represented by a class he designated, “for want 

of the precise names in English (…) under the general appellation of Lawyers.” The purpose of the “Lawyers” 

in pre-revolutionary France was to “add considerably to the revenues of the crown” and to “cover the iniquity 

of the judges” by shrouding every dispute “in mysteries and perplexities that should be absolutely 

inscrutable.” Thankfully the French Revolution had put a stop to that and, Barlow seemed to imply, so should 

a similar purge in the United States. In a follow-up tract from 1794, presented as the second part of the 

Advice, Barlow described the French assault on the financial system in great detail, strategically highlighting 

the relevance to the American situation. But Barlow never made good on his promise to explain the French 

revolution in “literature, sciences and arts,” which had also been one of the items in the table of contents of 

the Advice. It did occur to Barlow that the learned classes also formed a “privileged order” that needed to 

be rooted out. But he did not find the parallels between France and the United States on this subject nearly 

as striking, or as important, as between the fiscal centralizers in both respective countries.778 
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Yet how far the Jeffersonians still were from confidently embracing the anti-intellectual dimension 

of Old Whiggery – how wedded they still were to an Enlightenment view of education – was made clear by 

Samuel Harrison Smith’s Remarks on education, which was published in 1798 but written in “the summer 

of 1796.” This work was an expanded version of Smith’s winning contribution to an essay contest organized 

by the Jefferson-dominated American Philosophical Society in 1795. The essay question was to design “a 

system of liberal education & literary instruction” best adapted to the United States. In his prize-winning 

proposal, Smith laid out a thoroughly conventional philosophy of education. “Instinct” and “virtue” were two 

separate things, Smith argued. Only a civilizing process of education could produce a functional moral 

compass. Smith denied that “man, unenlightened by education, has engraven upon his heart certain great 

principles of duty.” To ensure a proper moral life, then, it was “necessary that the original faculties of the 

mind should be vigorously exercised, extended, and strengthened” by liberal education. Smith further 

insisted, almost as if to underscore his distance from the tradition of Whig radicalism, that “as education 

professes to improve the state and character of men (…), it must follow that domestic education is improper.” 

Only a professional formation at the schools and universities sufficed. Smith’s views could hardly be further 

removed from the defiant “plainness” of Old Whiggery. Smith not only denied that the common sense of the 

uneducated farmer provided a sound moral compass; he also denied that homeschooling could ever be a 

viable alternative to a politically toxic university curriculum.779 

During the election of 1796, the Jeffersonians therefore limited their critiques of the Federalist 

administration to accusations of aristocracy and monarchism. Jefferson himself refused to get involved, 

rigidly observing the gentleman’s precept against electioneering. James Madison, in charge of the day-to-

day leadership of the Jeffersonian opposition at this point, was too ineffective and careful a politician to 

apply sufficient pressure. The Federalist John Adams, Washington’s favored candidate, won the election. 

 
when the principal object of its government is the increase of its public revenue.” In the context of the 
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From that point onward, we see a marked shift to more radical language in the Jeffersonian camp. By the 

turn of the century, the Jeffersonian platform had become a perfect imitation of Old Whiggery. 

 

VI. Republican radicalization, 1798-1800 

After 1796, three shifts occurred that triggered the radicalization of the Jeffersonian Republicans. In the first 

place, Washington exited the political stage. As Richard Hofstadter has shown, Washington’s famous 

“Farewell Address” from the Fall of 1796 was a self-contradicting act of partisanship, denouncing partisan 

strife while simultaneously denouncing the Jeffersonians. It was strategically published right before the 

election that year to help the Federalists win it.780 But the effects of the address did not extend to the next 

election cycle. After 1796, Federalism could no longer hide behind the irreproachable hero of the Revolution, 

and the gloves could finally come off. Secondly, the American clergy rallied almost unanimously behind the 

Federalist cause. Reverend Jedidah Champion opened the hunting season in 1796 by vilifying Jefferson in 

a public prayer. From that moment onwards, the clergy subjected Jefferson and the Jeffersonians to a 

continuous barrage of abuse. In turn, Jefferson and his allies began to adopt a ferociously anticlerical 

outlook.781 All they needed was a coherent vocabulary by which to convey it. The last piece of the puzzle 

fell into place in 1798, when, thirdly, Adams’s Federalist government passed the Alien and Sedition Acts. 

The point of this legislative package was to silence the Jeffersonian opposition. The laws rode the wave of 

anti-French sentiment in a good part of society, intensified it, and tried to associate the Jeffersonians with 

the alleged threat of French espionage. The Sedition Act made it a criminal offence to “print, utter, or publish 

(…) any false, scandalous, and malicious writing” about the government, effectively criminalizing the 

 
780 Richard Hofstadter, The Idea of a Party System: The Rise of Legitimate Opposition in the United States, 
1780-1840 (Berkeley & Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1969), pp. 96-102. 

781 Edwin T. Martin, Thomas Jefferson: Scientist (New York: Schuman, 1952), p. 238; Frederick C. Luebke, 
“The origins of Thomas Jefferson’s anti-clericalism,” Church History, Vol. 32 (1963), pp. 344-56. 
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Jeffersonian presses.782 And the Sedition Act had teeth: under its terms, several printers were shut down 

through hefty fines or jailtime or both.783 The publications that evaded persecution only became more radical. 

Taken together, these three developments powerfully invoked the historical memory of 

Parliamentarian and Whig opposition. A series of repressive laws forming the backbone of a political 

crackdown campaign; a clerical establishment using theology to defend the status quo; and an untouchable, 

semi-sacred figure suddenly losing their hold. The parallels to the lead-up to the English Civil War were 

almost too vivid to be ignored.784 To any political faction steeped in the literature of seventeenth-century 

England, the exigencies of the historical moment would have seemed clear. But to a generation of figures 

that had experienced first-hand the oppositional dynamics of the American Revolution, the abovementioned 

developments produced an allergic reaction of the severest sort. The Jeffersonians remembered the High-

Church Anglican surge that had precipitated revolution, culminating in Jonathan Boucher’s arch-Tory 

sermon On civil liberty, passive obedience, and non-resistance (1775).785 They remembered the Stamp Act 

of 1765, a legal maneuver by the British Parliament to silence oppositional presses. And they remembered 

the revolutionary dynamics that unfolded when the British King abdicated the political stage by declining to 

protect his American subjects against Parliamentary oppression.786 Under the circumstances of the late-

1790s, it became exceptionally easy for the Jeffersonians to identify themselves with the Whiggish 

revolutionaries of 1775-83, and to identify the Federalists as so many Tory loyalists. And given the 

ideological terms on which the American Revolution had been fought, there was really only one direction in 

which the Jeffersonians could radicalize. “The Federalist-Republican controversy,” concludes John Pocock, 

 
782 [Congress of the United States], “An Act in Addition to the Act, Entitled ‘An Act for the Punishment of 
Certain Crimes Against the United States,’” (14 July 1798). 

783 Geoffrey R. Stone, Perilous Times: Free Speech in Wartime from the Sedition Act of 1798 to the War on 
Terrorism (New York & London: W.W. Norton, 2004), pp. 26 ff. 

784 See Chapter 2, Sections II-III, of this dissertation. 

785 See Chapter 3, fn. 375, of this dissertation. 

786 On this aspect of revolutionary thought, see Eric Nelson, The Royalist Revolution: Monarchy and the 
American Founding (Cambridge, MA & London: Belknap, 2014).  
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became “to a quite startling extent a replay of the debates of Court and Country as much as a hundred 

years before.”787 

As soon as Thomas Jefferson learned about the impending Alien and Sedition Acts, he interpreted 

them as a brazen assault on the very foundations of republicanism. The Acts were “palpably in the teeth of 

the Constitution,” Jefferson wrote to Madison.788 Their sole object, he fumed in another letter, was “the 

suppression of the whig presses.”789 In secret, Madison and Jefferson began drafting declarations that 

denounced the Alien and Sedition Acts as an attack on the Constitution itself. In November and December 

1798, these declarations of ideological war were passed by the Kentucky and Virginia legislatures. The 

“Kentucky and Virginia Resolutions” articulated, in the register of high principle, an uncompromising vision 

of minimal federal power or “strict construction” regarding the Constitution.790 During Jefferson’s own 

presidency, the Resolutions would form the ideological basis for a faction of dissenting Jeffersonians calling 

themselves the “Old Republicans.” But in 1798, they represented a core statement of the “mainstream” 

Jeffersonian platform. In a long letter to Elbridge Gerry from January 1799 explaining his political vision, 

Jefferson elaborated on the “Principles of ‘98” in the following way: 

I am for preserving to the states the powers not yielded by them to the 
Union… I am for a government rigorously frugal & simple, applying all the 
possible savings of the public revenue to the discharge of the national 
debt: and not for a multiplication of officers & salaries merely to make 
partizans & for increasing, by every device, the public debt, on the principle 
of it’s being a public blessing… and not for a standing army in time of 
peace which may overawe the public sentiment… I am for freedom of 
religion, & against all maneuvres to bring about a legal ascendancy of one 
sect over another: for freedom of the press, & against all violations of the 
constitution to silence by force & not by reason the complaints or 
criticisms, just or unjust, of our citizens against the conduct of their 

 
787 Pocock, Machiavellian Moment, p. 523. 

788 Thomas Jefferson to James Madison, 7 June 1798, in: PTJ, Vol. 30, pp. 393-95. 

789 Thomas Jefferson to James Madison, 26 April 1798, in: Madison et al., Papers of James Madison, Vol. 
17, pp. 120-22. 

790 See [Thomas Jefferson], “Resolutions Adopted by the Kentucky General Assembly,” in: PTJ, Vol. 30, pp. 
550-56. 
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agents… [and not] for awing the human mind (…) to a distrust of it’s own 
vision & to repose implicitly on that of others…791 

In short, Jefferson signaled to his allies that the entire range of True Whig preoccupations was at stake in 

this election. In doing so, Jefferson encouraged his sympathizers to extend their concern beyond fiscal and 

military centralization to the more startling, original aspects of Old Whiggery.792 

 The result was a profound transformation of Republican ideology. Whereas in the earlier 1790s, the 

Republicans had focused on the narrow issue of fiscal (mis)management, now their critiques gained a broad 

social dimension. Analogous to the way in which American discourse had developed in general, the 

Republican disagreement with the Federalists had been “republicanized” in the earlier 1790s (concerning 

the proper constitutional form in which the nation ought to be governed) and now became “democratized” 

(concerning a social vision of radical equality in which the intellectual pretensions of the Federalists as an 

elevated class were to be effaced). From 1798 onwards, then, Republican attacks on Federalists soared 

well above the level of political disagreement. The Federalists were no longer simply ambitious statesmen 

with wrong-headed economic views. The Federalists now represented, among other things, an intellectual 

conspiracy in the style of the Tories and Court Whigs. They needed to be destroyed root and branch for 

Anglo-American liberty to survive. 

 The Jeffersonian newspaper The Independent Chronicle provides a perfect illustration of the new 

trend in Republican discourse. In the issue of 12 April 1798, the front page alone featured two separate 

articles attacking Federalist learning in highly recognizable language. In one article, addressed “to the 

farmers and other industrious citizens of America,” the anonymous author began by dividing the people into 

two categories. “There exists [sic] in all civilized nations two classes or descriptions of men. One are 

labourers, men who produce by their industry something to the common stock of the community.” This first 

class consisted principally of “farmers, mechanics, &c.” The second class, however, “are such as live on the 

stock of the community, already produced, not by their labour, but obtained by their art and cunning (…). 

 
791 Thomas Jefferson to Elbridge Gerry, 26 January 1799, in: PTJ, Vol. 30, pp. 645-53. The last phrase is a 
clear reference to the doctrine of “implicit faith,” a longstanding Whig example of the sort of corrupt doctrine 
that would undo republican government. See also Chapter 2, fn. 285, of this dissertation. 

792 See also Chapter 1 of this dissertation. 
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These are for the most part merchants, speculators, priests, lawyers, and men employed in the various 

departments of government.” The distinguishing mark of these parasitic groups, continued the author, was 

that they “get their living by thinking, not by labour.” “The interest of this class,” furthermore, “is directly 

opposite, for the most part, to that of the persons who labour.” When the author next considers the methods 

by which “artful men can get the earnings of the laborious,” the answer is essentially an extensive list of 

Federalist policies. The thinking class will try to promote “the collecting a great revenue,” “the establishment 

of banks,” and the “carrying on a war” with France.793 Across the United States, but especially in New 

England, government had been entrusted “too much to this artful class of citizens – Agriculture & 

manufactures have been unrepresented.” No wonder, then, that corruption was rampant. While no honest 

citizen could accept this situation, “all Englishmen and all old tories perfectly approve of the conduct of our 

government.”794 

 Right afterwards, on the same front page, another anonymous author narrated a political skirmish 

in “the Town of Bridgwater.” The town had ostensibly gathered to discuss a petition against the national 

preparations for a military conflict with France. Suddenly, “such uncommon disorder ensued from 

aristocratical attempts to baffle a fair discussion” that the meeting had to be adjourned. During the resumed 

session a week later, the Federalists continued their attempts to frustrate the proceedings. As soon as they 

saw that they would be outvoted, they began to dispute the vote and to insist on further debates in order to 

delay the outcome. “At these meetings,” judged the author, “the genuine spirit of Toryism that reigned from 

1770 to 1775 was discovered.” Many Federalist troublemakers “were the same men who caused us so 

much trouble in disentangling ourselves from those shackles the Britons were preparing for us in 1775.” The 

Bridgwater Federalists argued in vain that “administration was the fountain of knowledge,” that “they had all 

the means of information,” and that “the People (…) ought not to be meddling, but acquiesce in whatever 

 
793 The Quasi-War (1798-1800) was the direct outcome of the Federalists’ hostile attitude towards France. 

794 [Anon.], “To the farmers and other industrious citizens of America,” The Independent Chronicle and the 
Universal Advertiser (12 April 1798). Emphasis in original. Nor did this type of language limit itself to the 
newspapers. In the 1790s Rep. Matthew Lyon, who represented Vermont from 1797 to 1801, also 
distinguished between “a set of aristocrats” and “the industrious part of the community.” See Aleine Austin, 
Matthew Lyon: “New Man” of the Democratic Revolution, 1749-1822 (University Park, PA: 1981), p. 67. 
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measures Government saw fit to pursue.” “Thus the cat got gradually out of the bag; and the doctrine of 

non-resistance and passive obedience earnestly inculcated in a long debate.”795 

 In the Independent Chronicle issue of 1 October 1798, the same Jeffersonian note was sounded in 

a slightly more economical, succinct manner. Here one anonymous contributor, impersonating a Federalist 

in the first-person singular, solemnly declared the principles on which Federalism was based. In the first 

place, this quasi-Federalist avowed his belief “in blind submission to the powers that be.” Secondly, “in 

passive obedience and non-resistance.” Thirdly, “in the sanctity of the clergy.” Eighthly, “in alliance with 

Britain.” Ninthly, “in the annihilation of democracy.” Eleventhly, “in the equity of a funding system.” Twelfthly, 

“in the mysteries of civil government.” And thirteenthly, “in the raising lawyers only to be legislators.”796 In all 

three Chronicle articles, in short, the learned classes were singled out for their Federalist and antirepublican 

leanings. In all three articles, the Whig specter of passive obedience was raised to make the Federalist 

campaign against Jefferson seem like the latest revival of Toryism. 

 The Jeffersonian turn to Old Whig anti-intellectualism also supplies the content in which the 

Massachusetts farmer and war veteran William Manning wrote his notorious Key of libberty (1797-98). Few 

texts from this period were as comprehensive in restating the Old Whig attack on the learned professions 

as Manning’s Key. One modern editor has noted that it is “not difficult to see” why the manuscript of 

Manning’s radical text was rejected for publication by the Independent Chronicle.797 But as we have seen, 

the Chronicle was perfectly willing to publish the essay To the farmers and other industrious citizens of 

America in April 1798, which was essentially an abridged version of Manning’s argument. Perhaps, then, it 

was rather the length, vehemence of tone, and disarming provincial spelling that prevented the Key from 

 
795 [Anon.], “For the Chronicle,” The Independent Chronicle and the Universal Advertiser (12 April 1798). 

796 [Anon.], “Federal aristocratic creed,” The Independent Chronicle and the Universal Advertiser (1 October 
1798). 

797 William Manning, “William Manning’s The Key of Libberty,” ed. Samuel Eliot Morison, The William and 
Mary Quarterly, Vol. 13, No. 2 (1956), p. 204. 
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being published in any leading Jeffersonian newspaper. For the Key did not simply defend the interests of 

the plain, uneducated farmer. This pamphlet was actually written by one.798 

 Manning began his essay by advertising his lack of education: “I am not a Man of Larning my selfe 

for I neaver had the advantage of six months schooling in my life.” This was important, for it was the central 

argument of the Key that American history could be written as an almost primordial struggle between the 

laboring, simple “many” and the leisured, educated “few.” While it was “absolutly nesecary that a large 

majority of the world should labour” – for “Labour is the soul parrant of all property” – there was also a select 

class of individuals “so rich that they can live without Labour.” In this leisured class were included “the 

marchent, phisition, lawyer & divine, the philosipher and school master, [and] the Juditial & Executive 

Officers.” According to Manning, the few showed remarkable class solidarity: “all these professions unite in 

their skems to make their callings as honourable & lucrative as possable.” The natural interest of the learned 

few was to increase the value of “Money” and to depress the value of “Labour.” The natural interest of the 

laboring many was the reverse. The result was the conflict between countryside and financial center that 

had marked the recent Federalist governments.799 How had the few managed to seize power in nominally 

republican America? In the first place, through the class solidarity that the many conspicuously lacked.800 

Manning noted, secondly, that the many had failed to foil the “skems” of the few “for want of the meens of 

knowledg amongue them.” This, too, had been a conscious policy of the few. For the few were always 

opposed to “cheep schools & woman schools, the ondly or prinsaple means by which larning is spred 

amongue the Many.” For the same reason, “the Libberty of the press” (the “gratest & best meens of obtaining 

the knowledge nesecary for a free man to have”) had been “almost ruened of late by the doings of the few.” 

Instead, the few were constantly “crying up the advantages of costly collages, national acadimyes & 

 
798 Wood, Radicalism, p. 279: Manning wrote “in phonetic prose that was real and not some gentleman’s 
satiric ploy.” 

799 That Manning kept the yeoman farmer at the forefront of his mind as he defended the “many” is suggested 
by the full title of his essay: The key of libberty: To all the Republicans, Farmers, Mecanicks, and Labourers 
in America your Canded attention is Requested to the Sentiments of a Labourer. 

800 Manning, “Key,” p. 221: “The Marchents asotiate by themselves, the Phitisians by themselves, The 
Ministers by themselves, the Juditial & Executive Officers are by their professions often called together & 
know each others minds, & all letirary men & the over grown rich, that can live without labouring, can spare 
time for consultation. All being bound together by common interest, which is the stronges bond of union, join 
in their secret corraspondance to counter act the interests of the many...” 
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grammer schooles, in ordir to make places for men to live without work, & so strengthen their party.” The 

universities – and Manning certainly had Federalist-dominated Harvard in mind – were beacons of 

antirepublican bias. 

The true prinsaples of Republicanisam & a free government may be taught 
to the Uths [viz. “in detail”] in some of our Coleges & Acadimies for aught 
I know, but it is evident that other political prinsaples are admited in many 
of them, or we should not be stunded with Exhibitions in favour of 
Monocyes & runing down Republican prinsaples as we often be. One thing 
is prity cartain, that the Schollers are taught to keep up the dignity of their 
professions... 

But the learned professions themselves were also indoctrinating the laboring many into submitting 

to the few, according to Manning. The clergy “aught when ever they teach obediance to the sivil Laws or 

reprove for disobediance &cc., to teach & explain to them the true prinsaples of our free government as 

Established in our Constitutions.” Instead, Manning noted in disgust, they were “preaching about & praying 

for Officers of government as infalible beings, or so perfect that we aught to submit to & prais them for all 

they do.” The legal profession was no better. Manning approvingly cited another Jeffersonian essay on how 

“the Juditial power” of the Greek and Roman commonwealths gradually became “the mear instruments of 

tirony.” In contemporary American society, likewise, the lawyers represented an “ordir of men [that] git their 

living intirely from the quarrils follyes disputes & destreses of the Many & the intricacy of our Laws.” In this 

way, concluded Manning, the learned professions were “compleetly organised” to undermine the liberties of 

the many. The learned champions of the few were preaching a dangerous obedience to the civil power, 

ensnaring the poor in the intricacies of the law, advocating an exclusive and expensive university system, 

undermining the liberty of the press, and maintaining costly professional monopolies. They were consistently 

on the wrong side of a timeless struggle between “Monorcal & Republican, Aristocratical, & Demacratical, 

Royallests, & Jacobines, Toryes & Whigs, the few & the Many, all which names appear to me to describe 

but two sets of men differing about one & the same thing (...), the unreasonable desires of the few to tironise 

over & inslave the many.”801 

 All of this meant that there was nothing truly new about Abraham Bishop’s rabidly anti-intellectual 

Oration on the extent and power of political delusion, delivered in September 1800. Bishop’s speech was 

 
801 Manning, “Key,” pp. 212, 218-19, 221-22, 226-27, 230, 232, 245. 
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only the most widely publicized expression of a Jeffersonian position that had been making the rounds since 

at least 1797. The reason why Bishop’s speech was so controversial and so well-publicized was presumably 

not its content, which was the Republican mainstream by this point, but the occasion of its delivery. Bishop 

had been invited to deliver the annual Phi Beta Kappa address on the evening before the Yale University 

commencement. In this Federalist stronghold, before the most prestigious academic society of the United 

States, on the eve of the election, and in defiance of every precedent, Bishop delivered a Jeffersonian 

campaign speech excoriating the American intellectual establishment.802 It was as if Robert Molesworth had 

recited the preface to his Account of Denmark before the assembled fellows of Oxford University. 

 Like Manning and the anonymous Independent Chronicle author before him, Bishop projected the 

political division between Federalism and Republicanism onto the basic social distinction between the gentry 

and the commonality. Federalism was a creed of pure “delusion” which kept the reins of government in the 

hands of “the great, the wise, rich and mighty men of the world.” Jeffersonian Republicanism, by contrast, 

represented the natural resistance of “the labouring and subordinate people throughout the world.” The 

“courtiers” (or better still, the “Court-casuists”) that advocated Federalism served the interests of the “well-

born,” while the Jeffersonian opposition served the interests of the large majority of “base-born.” But for 

Bishop, the wealth gap between Federalist and Jeffersonian constituents translated itself very neatly into a 

much more important intellectual gap. “These great men, who are to gain by every system injurious to 

freedom and equal government,” intimated Bishop, “are the best informed men in society.” They “are well 

versed in languages and history and political science, and are able to say more and argue better on the 

wrong side of the question than the people are on either side of it.” So, who were these professional deluders 

exactly? In the first place, “those who profess to be officers of a kingdom not of this world” while preaching 

up government at the same time. Historically, the most troubling examples of this type of “clerical delusion” 

were “the Romish religion” and “the national religion of England.” The lawyers formed the second class of 

Federalist deluders in Bishop’s argument. “In the profession of the law delusion has secured to government 

an aristocracy highly intelligent and operative… delusion has impressed it upon the people, that those who 

talk fluently must be knowing.” The key objective of clerical and legal delusion was the same old agenda 

 
802 Cunningham, Jeffersonian Republicans, p. 208. 
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that had absorbed generations of ambitious centralizers. The desired outcome for these “learned, pious, 

juggling leaders” was the establishment of a “commercial system” and “war-system,” leading, respectively, 

to the transfer “of all business from the agricultural interest (…) wholly to the commercial” and to “scenes of 

standing armies.”803 

 It must be noted that the Jeffersonian turn to high-toned social critique was not just a matter of 

abstract theory. University reform became a concrete focal point for the Jeffersonian Republicans in these 

years, as it had also been for their Parliamentarian and True Whig ancestors. We have already seen how 

William Manning railed against the ideological biases of Harvard, and against Federalist objections to the 

erection of cheaper and more inclusive educational institutions. Abraham Bishop, too, added an appendix 

to his printed speech, in which he accused the Connecticut Federalists of being “associated with the 

corporation of Yale college.” Bishop further noted, no doubt to the dismay of his audience, that Yale’s 

“intelligent ministers of the gospel,” used their influence to block electoral reform and to get Federalist 

candidates elected to high office.804 This was a practical issue that might be addressed with legislation. Nor 

were concretizations such as these the idiosyncratic conclusions of lower-ranking Republicans. We have 

every reason to believe that Thomas Jefferson himself shared the views of Manning and Bishop. Once he 

became president, Jefferson rewarded Bishop (and his father) for his rhetorical contribution.805 More 

importantly, Jefferson expressed a radical distrust of the American universities around this time that easily 

matched that of the Republican rank and file. In a letter to Jeremiah Moore, written shortly before election 

day, Jefferson wrote that he was  

alarmed to see, in [the states of New England], the general political 
dispositions of those to whom is confided the education of the rising 
generation. nor are all the academies of [Virginia] free from grounds of 
uneasiness. I have great confidence in the common sense of mankind in 
general: but it requires a great deal to get the better of notions which our 
tutors have instilled into our minds while incapable of questioning them; & 

 
803 Abraham Bishop, Connecticut Republicanism. Oration on the extent and power of political delusion 
(Philadelphia: 1800), pp. 6-7, 9, 16-17, 22-26, 31-32, 34-35.  In pointing out the disconnect between 
pretenses and reality, Bishop’s Oration strongly resembled the gloomy skepticism of Cato’s Letters. See p. 
12: “On this commercial subject delusion is strong; it presents imaginary advantages, demonstrable on 
paper, but false in fact… Impressions are easily made: loss or gain equally stimulate the spirit of adventure.” 

804 Bishop, Oration, p. 75. 

805 Cunningham, Jeffersonian Republicans, pp. 209-10. 
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to rise superior to antipathies strongly rooted. however, I suppose when 
the evil rises to a certain height, a remedy will be found, if the case admits 
any other than the prudence of parents & guardians.806 

According to Jefferson, then, “common sense” was under assault by the “political dispositions” of the 

university tutors. If the Republicans were to move beyond the traditional Whig “remedy” of homeschooling 

(“the prudence of parents & guardians”), they would just have to wait until Jefferson’s elevation to the 

presidency. 

 In his Anti-Intellectualism in American Life, the historian Richard Hofstadter has identified the 

Federalist smear campaign against Thomas Jefferson in the election of 1800 as the first great outburst of 

anti-intellectualism in American politics. The Federalists liked to characterize Jefferson as a dangerous 

philosophe – as a radical Enlightenment figure with questionable religious views, in the style of Rousseau 

or Diderot. To Hofstadter, this Federalist strategy constituted one of the earliest attempts “to establish as 

evil and dangerous the qualities of the speculative mind.”807 But the evidence we have examined in this 

section points the other way. Jefferson was cried down as a philosophe not because he was erudite but 

because he was a leveler. In the eyes of the Federalists, Jefferson and his party sought to abolish intellectual 

privilege and intellectual class distinction, to clear away all epistemic inheritances in one freethinking swoop. 

If Jefferson resembled the philosophe Rousseau, it was in their shared distrust of the arts and sciences, of 

the clergy’s influence on politics, of the dangers of self-interested eloquence.808 If we take seriously the 

concept of “anti-intellectualism” in both its epistemological dimension (deprecation of book-learning and of 

the accretion of sedimented knowledge) and its sociological dimension (opposition to intellectuals as a self-

interested class), we must conclude that the Jeffersonians were the only true anti-intellectuals in this political 

struggle.  

 In December 1801, a Jeffersonian observer looking back on the election struggle phrased this 

distinction with admirable clarity. Jefferson was “accused of being a philosopher – an enemy to religious 

persecution.” And rightly so, jeered the author. For Jefferson’s enemies were spreading “doctrines similar to 

 
806 Thomas Jefferson to Jeremiah Moore, Letter of 14 August 1800, in: PTJ, Vol. 32, pp. 102-103. 

807 Hofstadter, Anti-Intellectualism, pp. 146-48. 

808 Cf. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Basic Political Writings, ed. Donald A. Cress (Indianapolis: Hackett, 
2011), pp. 3-25, 224-26, 245-49. 
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those advanced by Sacheveral and other high toned zealots of the church.” These crypto-Tory doctrines 

were “calculated for the purpose of debasing the public mind, and rendering it fit for that slavery which would 

soon have followed.” Thankfully, as long as there were brave men like “ABRAHAM BISHOP,” the “craft and 

deception which have been made use of by the enemies of freedom” would always be foiled.809 This 

Jeffersonian observer clearly saw no contradiction between Jefferson’s status as a philosophe and his 

intended war against the regnant “doctrines.”810 By presenting himself as an anti-intellectual Whiggish 

“intellectual,” Thomas Jefferson was treading on familiar ground indeed. 

  

VII. The “Principles of ‘98” and a battle for the aegis, 1800-26 

Jefferson was elected president of the United States on a complete Old Whig platform. That platform 

included the distinctive brand of anti-intellectualism we have traced throughout this dissertation. On 14 

October 1800, on election day in Philadelphia, the Jeffersonian newspaper the Aurora published a highly 

revealing article. This article contrasted the policies that had been rolled out under the Federalists (“Things 

As They Have Been”) with a list of policies that would soon be enacted under Jefferson (“Things As They 

Will Be”). Under the first point, the author contended that with Jefferson’s election, “the Principles of the 

Revolution [would be] restored.” The author proceeded to list a variety of standard Old Whig spearpoints 

that would be thrusted into law under Jefferson. “Republicanism [would be] proven to mean something,” 

there would be a “Decrease of Public Debt,” “Reduced Taxes,” and “Reduced Public Salaries.” There would 

be “Liberty of the Press,” while under Federalist rule there had been “A Sedition Law to protect corrupt 

magistrates and public defaulters.” But the seventh point of comparison was the most interesting by far. 

Under the Federalists, “Priests and Judges [had been] incorporated with the Government for political 

purposes, and equally polluting the holy altars of religion, and the seats of Justice.” Under Jefferson, the 

author predicted, there would soon be “Good government without the aid of priestcraft, or religious politics, 

 
809 [Anon.], “The Anti-Aristocrat, No. 2,” The True American (5 January 1802). For Sacheverell, see Chapter 
3, Section V.c, of this dissertation. 

810 For the historical links between Anglo-American Whiggery and the European Enlightenment in terms of 
intellectual iconoclasm, see Goldie, “Ideology.” However, see also the Introduction of this dissertation. 
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and Justice administered without political intolerance.”811 Even in this pithiest of summaries of the 

Jeffersonian agenda, an end to clerical-legal conspiracy was touted as a key goal of the incoming 

administration. 

 Nor was this type of radical Republican language limited to election time. After Jefferson took his 

seat in the White House, Republican ideologues sustained their polemic against the learned establishment. 

Take for example Constitutional Republicanism (1803), a Jeffersonian tract by the Boston merchant 

Benjamin Austin. Austin demonstrated like no other the ideological continuity between radical Antifederalism 

and the “Principles of ’98.” In 1786, Austin had published an extended invective against the legal 

profession.812 In 1787, he had written an influential series of essays on the Antifederalist side in the 

ratification struggle.813 Now, in 1803, he republished a series of essays that had originally appeared in the 

Bostonian Independent Chronicle, and which together formed a long and authoritative statement of 

Jeffersonian principles. In one chapter, Austin paraphrased Matthew 21-23, highlighting Jesus’s 

confrontation with “the scribes, Pharisees, Sadducees, chief priests, Satan, and the lawyer.” While Jesus 

and his apostles “preached up peace on earth (…) the sycophants of the clerical party confounded every 

appeal to common sense.” While Jesus’s message was justice itself, “the lawyer who tempted him” was 

“declaiming that the courts of justice would be abolished.” This same antichristian “phalanx of church and 

state,” Austin argued, could be detected in the “federal association” conniving against Jefferson. After the 

persecution of Jesus in the New Testament, and after the High Church crackdowns of late Stuart Britain, 

there was a new clerical-legal conspiracy afoot. Like their sinister precedents, the Federalists had also 

exploited “the electrical watch-word that the church was in danger.” More accurately, sneered Austin, they 

might have cried that “the CRAFT is in danger.” In another essay, Austin elaborated on the content of 

Federalist “craft.” By enforcing “passive obedience, not only in principle, but in practice,” the Federalists 

continued their efforts of “controlling the public mind,” even though they had lost the election.814 

 
811 [Anon.], “Attention, Citizens of Philadelphia: Take Your Choice,” Aurora (14 October 1800). 

812 See Benjamin Austin, Observations on the pernicious practice of the law… (Boston: 1786). 

813 [Benjamin Austin], “Antifederalist No. 22,” Independent Chronicle (6-20 December 1787). 

814 Benjamin Austin, Constitutional Republicanism, in opposition to fallacious Federalism (Boston: 1803), 
pp. 15-16, 263-68. 
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Indeed, a quick glance at Federalist rhetoric around the turn of the century shows that the 

Federalists took these new directions in Jeffersonian discourse entirely seriously. In the same way that 

Federalist responses to the Antifederalists clarified the perceived stakes, so too did Federalist responses to 

the Jeffersonians.815 As the historian Linda Kerber has shown, a “cultural revolution” to fulfill the “political 

revolution” of 1800 became one of the Federalists’ greatest fears. They were terrified that the Republicans 

would soon pass federal legislation to force university curricula to abjure the classical tradition. Federalist 

pamphleteers such as David Daggett recognized the implications of the Jeffersonians’ radical new outlook. 

By infecting American “Colleges,” Daggett noted, Jeffersonianism was spreading the idea that “music and 

painting, and dancing and fencing, and speaking French, were the only accomplishments worth possessing; 

[while] Latin and Greek were fitted only for stupid divines or black-letter-lawyers.” John Quincy Adams, the 

future leader of the Federalist Party, similarly felt obliged to restate the pre-modern consensus on the 

relationship between learning and liberty in the face of a great cultural challenge. “This neglect of literature 

and contempt of learned men, in Rome,” he warned, “sprung up and grew, exactly at the same period, and 

in the same proportions as the genuine Republican spirit and manners decayed and withered.” Adams 

insisted that “the alliance between the love of learning and the love of genuine freedom,” contrary to what 

Jeffersonians may now be claiming, “is indissoluble.”  In short, the Federalists responded to the Jeffersonian 

victory by upholding the pre-modern consensus that learning strengthened virtuous and free government.816 

They were “convinced,” in Kerber’s words, “that Republicans who espoused radical educational reforms, 

including the near-abolition of Greek and Latin, did not love learning; if they did not love learning, how could 

they claim to love ‘genuine freedom’?”817 

 
815 To be clear: these were not the same Federalists. In the 1780s, “Federalists” referred to proponents of 
the Constitution. In the 1790s and 1800s, “Federalists” referred to defenders of the centralizing policies of 
Washington, Hamilton, and Adams. 

816 See Chapter 1, Section III, of this dissertation. 

817 Linda Kerber, Federalists in Dissent: Imagery and Ideology in Jeffersonian America (Ithaca & London: 
Cornell University Press, 1980 [1970]), pp. 101, 115, 131; David Daggett, Sun beams may be extracted 
from cucumbers… (New Haven: 1799), p. 11; John Quincy Adams, “Introduction to seventh satire,” The Port 
Folio (18 May 1805). The centrality of the pre-modern consensus on learning to Federalist ideology is also 
highlighted by Richard Squibbs, “Lawyers, republicanism, and the Federalist periodical essay in The Port 
Folio,” The Huntington Library Quarterly, Vol. 75, No. 1 (2012), pp. 69-93. 
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The Federalists need not have worried. Ironically enough, few presidential terms saw as much 

centralization as those of the Virginia Republicans – Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and James 

Monroe. In 1803, in the middle of Jefferson’s first term, the federal government purchased the Louisiana 

territory from France, a maneuver which even Jefferson himself admitted made “blank paper” of the 

Constitution.818 Worse still, the new administration of Louisiana was first organized as a military dictatorship, 

and in the second instance as an appendage of the newly incorporated Indiana Territory. Jefferson’s left his 

critics to wonder whether he even remembered the republican principles of fair representation and civil rule. 

His Republican successors in the White House fared little better. Under Madison, the hated Bank of the 

United States – the centerpiece of Hamilton’s financial revolution – was rechartered in 1816.819 Monroe’s 

presidency was marked by the acceptance of a series of Federalist economic policies: a national bank, 

steep tariffs, and federal involvement in infrastructural projects.820 Nor was the other great plank of the 

Jeffersonian platform realized. No Jeffersonian administration attempted to purge or change American 

learning in any way, except perhaps through the establishment of West Point in 1802. Yet even that measure 

enjoyed a large degree of bipartisan support, with many Federalists signing on. 

Given this persistent disconnect between the radical tone of Jeffersonian discourse and the actual 

policies of Republican presidents, it is unsurprising that a group of hardline Republicans began to secede 

from the party mainstream. These “Old Republicans” felt that the radical spirit of the election of 1800 had 

been betrayed. They claimed to be the true champions of the “Principles of ’98,” which now referred 

nostalgically to a political creed in exile. Led by John Randolph of Roanoke, these dissident Jeffersonians 

rejected the binary of Republican versus Federalist as a ploy by the party leadership to stifle internal debate 

 
818 Thomas Jefferson to Wilson Cary Nicholas, Letter of 7 September 1803, in: PTJ, Vol. 41, pp. 346-48. 
See also David A. Carson, “Blank paper of the Constitution: the Louisiana Purchase debates,” The Historian, 
Vol. 54, No. 3 (1992), pp. 477-90. 

819 Young, “American political thought,” pp. 385-86. 

820 Stephen Minicucci, “Internal improvements and the Union, 1790-1860,” Studies in American Political 
Development, Vol. 18, No. 2 (2004), pp. 160-85; Michael J. McManus, “President James Monroe’s domestic 
policies, 1817-1825: ‘To advance the best interests of our Union,’” in: Stuart Leibiger (ed.), A Companion to 
James Madison and James Monroe (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), pp. 438-55. The extent to which 
the Virginians lived up to the Jeffersonian promise of “strict construction” is summed up by Brian Balogh, A 
Government Out of Sight: The Mystery of National Authority in Nineteenth-Century America (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2012), Ch. 4. Nevertheless, the perceived incongruities and failures of the 
Republican leadership had a much greater reputational impact. 
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and to rally support for centralizing measures. They forged alliances of convenience with the marginalized 

Federalists to oppose the Virginia Dynasts. (Hence their alternative moniker tertium quids or “third-way” 

Republicans.) In this way, Randolph’s faction engaged in a richly detailed reenactment of British oppositional 

history. Randolph’s fellow dissidents cooperated in a limited sense with proscribed Federalists, exactly like 

Country MPs had cooperated with Tories to undermine the Court Whig establishment. The “Principles of 

‘98” were an obvious stand-in for the “Good Old Cause” in late Stuart and Hanoverian England. Like the 

“Old Whigs,” so too did the “Old Republicans” posture as the lone adherents to a betrayed republican 

revolution.  

The punchline of this elaborate historical mimicry was, of course, that Thomas Jefferson and his 

heirs represented a Court Republicanism. The Louisiana Purchase of 1803 was the event that galvanized 

the Republican hardliners into opposition to the incumbent administration. From that moment onward, the 

Old Republicans subjected the Virginia Dynasts to a steady barrage of critique, first in private, then in public. 

For example, John Taylor of Caroline’s Construction construed (1820) deviously reversed the Jeffersonian 

critique of ’98 back on its Virginian figureheads. Taylor pointed out the contradiction of three successive 

presidents accepting Hamilton’s unconstitutional banking system while simultaneously professing 

allegiance to “certain resolutions of the Kentucky legislature, passed in the year 1798, said to have been 

drawn by Mr. Jefferson.”821  

But the chief spokesperson for the Old Republicans was John Randolph of Roanoke, who was the 

first to fulminate against Jefferson in Congress in March 1806.822 What Randolph’s attempt to recast 

Jefferson as a Whig villain could lead to was powerfully illustrated in a Congressional speech of his from 1 

February 1828. In this speech, Randolph made a strict separation between “learning” and “wisdom.” Real 

leaders required only wisdom, because Randolph considered “the possession of too much learning to be of 

most mischievous consequence” to a military or civil leader. “There is a class of men who possess great 

learning, combined with inveterate professional habits,” Randolph explained, “who are ipso facto (…) 

 
821 John Taylor, Construction construed, and constitutions vindicated (Richmond: 1820), pp. 119, 133. 

822 Noble E. Cunningham, The Jeffersonian Republicans in Power: Party Operations, 1801-1809 (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1963), pp. 82-83. 
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disqualified for any but secondary parts anywhere.” Like Harrington and Toland before him, Randolph 

argued that the long education of “an accomplished and acute dialectician, of an able lawyer, or, if you 

please, of a great physician” made such minds unsuited for civic leadership. Randolph singled out George 

Washington, who had enjoyed “a plain English education,” as the perfect president. By contrast, the great 

erudition of “Madison” made him suitable only for an administrative job “in the department of State.” And 

“who believes that Washington could write as good a book or report as Jefferson, or make as able a speech 

as Hamilton?” Yet these “learned and accomplished men,” men like Jefferson, Hamilton, and Madison, “find 

their proper place under those who are fitted to command.” In this masterful way, Randolph joined Jefferson 

and Madison together with the arch-Federalist Alexander Hamilton. Together, they were part of the 

intellectual elite traditionally opposed by Old Whigs. None of them should have been president.823 

The Old Republican version of the story was unacceptable for the sensitive Jefferson. During the 

elections of 1796 and 1800, Jefferson had suffered deeply on account of the personal attacks by the 

Federalist presses.824 Now, his legacy as the figurehead of a Country revolution was on the line. Jefferson 

tried to counter the Old Republican rewriting of history in two different ways. His first response came during 

his second term as president and consisted of shifting his policies in the direction his internal critics 

demanded. While tensions with Great Britain were mounting, Jefferson decided on an embargo rather than 

costly war preparations. The result was financial disaster – especially for the South, the heartland of 

Jefferson’s constituency.825 When Jefferson left office in 1809, his support had largely withered. After his 

retirement from politics, Jefferson pursued a second strategy to save his legacy. That was to use his 

remaining influence to redirect Republican attention to the danger of a Federalist resurgence.826 Ignoring 

the fact that he and his successors had been the principal “consolidators,” Jefferson linked the persistence 

 
823 Russell Kirk, John Randolph of Roanoke: A Study in American Politics, with Selected Speeches and 
Letters (Indianapolis: Liberty Press, 1978 [1951]), pp. 508-13. Randolph’s other main goal in delivering these 
remarks was to sound the trumpet for his new Jeffersonian hero, the famously boorish army general Andrew 
Jackson. 

824 Cf. Thomas Jefferson to Edward Rutledge, Letter of 27 December 1796, in: PTJ, Vol. 29, pp. 231-33; 
Thomas Jefferson to Peregrine Fitzhugh, Letter of 23 February 1798, in: PTJ, Vol. 30, pp. 129-31. 

825 Young, “American political thought,” p. 386. 

826 Ironically, Walpole, too, had sought to stifle internal discord among the Whigs by emphasizing the danger 
of Toryism and identifying it with Jacobitism. Cf. Chapter 4, Section III.b, of this dissertation. 
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of consolidationist politics to the unrepentant Federalism of the New England university establishment. 

Jefferson devoted his retirement to the founding of the University of Virginia. He viewed the new university 

as a critical Southern and Republican counterbalance to New England’s educational tendencies. His almost 

obsessive focus on the proper organization of the University of Virginia is understandable once we view it 

as his quest for political redemption. Until his death in 1826, Jefferson tried desperately to reclaim the aegis 

of Old Whig radicalism from his Old Republican detractors. He was no longer able to decentralize, so he 

focused instead on the other great objective of ’98: to fight the ominous intellectual influence of American 

crypto-Toryism, otherwise known as Federalism. 

As the scholar Darren Staloff has noted, Jefferson’s later views on education have virtually nothing 

in common with his views in the 1770s. Jefferson’s early faith in the civilizing spread of Enlightenment was 

replaced by a discourse of conspiracy and counterindoctrination. However, Staloff is incorrect in dating this 

shift in Jefferson’s thought. According to Staloff, Jefferson’s turn to a radical “politics of pedagogy” was a 

reaction to the Missouri Question of 1820. In this political controversy, the federal government tried to 

prescribe to newly incorporated states whether to allow slavery. Animated by the “Principles of ’98,” 

Jefferson tried to raise up a cohort of eloquent opponents to such federal overreach, so argues Staloff.827 

But in fact, this element of radical distrust of the learned establishment was always present in Jefferson’s 

political thought. We have already noted Jefferson’s proximity to backcountry Antifederalism in 1787, 

defending the common sense of the ploughman against the “artificial rules” of the university professor. In 

1801, Jefferson expressed very similar ideas in a letter to his friend Elbridge Gerry. Complaining about the 

tone of Federalist campaign literature in the recent election, Jefferson compared Federalist printers to 

priests in a highly distinctive way. Federalist printers, “like the clergy, live by the zeal they can kindle, & the 

schisms they can create.” Like the unadorned truth, so also “the mild and simple principles of the Christian 

philosophy, would produce too much calm, too much regularity of good, to extract from it’s disciples a support 

for a numerous priesthood, were they not to sophisticate it, ramify it, split it into hairs, and twist it’s texts till 

they cover the divine morality of it’s author with mysteries, and require a priesthood to explain them.” If only 

 
827 Darren Staloff, “The politics of pedagogy: Thomas Jefferson and the education of a democratic citizenry,” 
in: Frank Shuffelton (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Thomas Jefferson (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2009), pp. 136-39. 
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the entire nation was governed like the Quakers, who “have no priests” because they “judge by the dictates 

of common sense & common morality.” Then all printers and priests “would have to go to the plough,” where 

they would finally be useful to the public.828 

But even though Jefferson’s retirement views on education were not exactly new, they did bring 

new urgency and coherence to what had previously been a submerged motif. This intensification of 

Jefferson’s Country views on education had everything to do with the personal quest described above. The 

turning-point came not in 1820, as Staloff maintains, but during the War of 1812. The Federalists viewed 

this unpopular war as an opening and intensified their opposition to the Republican administration. In 1814, 

while the air was filled with whispers of a Federalist secession, Jefferson seized the moment to convince 

the Republicans of the lingering danger of Federalist indoctrination. In March 1814, Jefferson wrote an 

extraordinary letter interpreting the Federalist return to relevance as the result of systematic miseducation. 

The purity of Jefferson’s Old Whiggery here merits extensive quotation: 

I join in your reprobation of our merchants, priests and lawyers for their 
adherence to England & monarchy in preference to their own country and 
it’s constitution. but merchants have no country. the mere spot they stand 
on does not constitute so strong an attachment as that from which they 
draw their gains. in every country and in every age, the priest has been 
hostile to liberty. he is always in alliance with the Despot abetting his 
abuses in return for protection to his own. it is easier to acquire wealth and 
power by this combination than by deserving them: and to effect this they 
have perverted the purest religion ever preached to man, into mystery & 
jargon unintelligible to all mankind & therefore the safer engine for their 
purposes. with the lawyers it is a new thing… I ascribe much of this to the 
substitution of Blackstone for my Lord Coke, as an elementary work. in 
truth Blackstone and Hume have made tories of all England, and are 
making tories of those young Americans whose native feelings of 
independance do not place them above the wily sophistries of a Hume or 
a Blackstone… I fear nothing for our liberty from the assaults of force; but 
I have seen and felt much, and fear more from English books, English 
prejudices, English manners, and the apes, the dupes, and designs 
among our professional crafts. when I look around me for security against 
these seductions, I find it in the wide spread of our Agricultural citizens, in 
their unsophisticated minds, their independance and their power if called 
on to crush the Humists of our cities, and to maintain the principles which 
severed us from England.829 

 
828 Thomas Jefferson to Elbridge Gerry, Letter of 29 March 1801, in: PTJ, Vol. 33, 490-92. 

829 Thomas Jefferson to Horatio G. Spafford, Letter of 17 March 1814, in: PTJRS, Vol. 7, pp. 248-49. 
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This passage is remarkable for several reasons. Firstly, its target is exactly that of the Jeffersonian 

movement in 1798-1800. A dangerous mercantile class (the legacy of opposition to Hamiltonian finance) is 

associated with the traditional clerical-legal enemy of Old Whig political thought. The mixture is the infernal 

triad of unpatriotic speculators, conniving priests, and deluding lawyers familiar to any reader of Cato’s 

Letters. Secondly, Jefferson’s problem with priests and lawyers is precisely the same as that of his Old Whig 

predecessors. These learned classes are the accomplices of monarchy, which they serve by 

overcomplicating the truth and mystifying the senses. Thirdly, the political influence of the learned is explicitly 

linked to the philosophy of Toryism. Fourthly, there is the idea of republican liberty being much more likely 

to be subverted through subtle reasoning than through naked force. Fifthly, Jefferson stakes his hopes on 

the “Agricultural citizens.” Since at least Douglass Adair’s famous dissertation, we have become keenly 

aware of the centrality of the “virtuous farmer” to Jeffersonian ideology.830 But whereas Adair (like Hofstadter, 

Pocock, and McCoy) traced back Jefferson’s appreciation for the yeoman to a classical economic ideal of 

agrarian self-sufficiency, the above letter suggests a rather different line of thought.831 In the letter, Jefferson 

praises the yeoman not for his economic independence but for his mental independence; his independence 

from the trappings of book-learning. The common sense of the “agricultural citizens,” their “unsophisticated 

minds,” would save the revolutionary impulse from urban intellectual fashions that now threatened a 

repetition of England’s failures. 

Book shortlists are usually an underappreciated entry into someone’s mind. We have already seen 

how avidly Jefferson read and recommended anti-intellectual Whig texts.832 In 1814, a book reappears on 

Jefferson’s shortlists of recommended readings, having made its last appearance decades earlier. It is highly 

suggestive of Jefferson’s frame of mind in these years that he chose to give new prominence to Pierre 

 
830 Cf. Douglass G. Adair, The Intellectual Origins of Jeffersonian Democracy (Lanham, MD: Lexington 
Books, 2000 [1964]), Ch. 7. 

831 Cf. Richard Hofstadter, The Age of Reform: From Bryan to F.D.R. (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1955), pp. 
23-25; J.G.A. Pocock, “Virtue and commerce in the eighteenth century,” The Journal of Interdisciplinary 
History, Vol. 3, No. 1 (1972), pp. 133-34; Drew R. McCoy, The Elusive Republic: Political Economy in 
Jeffersonian America (New York & London: W.W. Norton & Company, 1982 [1980]), pp. 5-11. 

832 See the introductory remarks for each canonical Whig text in the previous three chapters of this 
dissertation. 
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Charron’s Of Wisdom (1601), a masterpiece of skeptical philosophy.833 Charron’s work is a critical review of 

humanist beliefs through the lens of skeptical epistemology. Much like Montaigne, with whom he is often 

paired, Charron argues in the text that an excess of learning is not only useless, but harmful to one’s 

character. He does so, in fact, in the key section of the text, which defines the titular virtue of wisdom. Like 

John Randolph, Charron defines “wisdom” by contrast to “learning.” While wisdom is “a calm and regular 

Government of the Soul,” all learning can “pretend to, is the being Ornaments, and Conveniences.” In 

contrast to wisdom, learning “contributes Nothing to any Natural Operations; the most ignorant Man, in this 

respect, is upon the Level with the greatest Clerk.” As far as Charron is concerned, learning “hinders and 

corrupts the Integrity of the Mind, by teaching Men to be Subtle, and to distinguish all Plain-dealing quite 

away.” Like Montaigne before him, Charron refers to the example of Roman history to support his challenge 

to humanist orthodoxy. “Witness Old Rome, which, in the Days of her Ignorance was renowned for Justice 

and Honour; but when Learning and Eloquence got the Ascendent, the Fame of her Virtue was in its 

Declension; and in Proportion as Mens Wits grew more Subtle and Refin’d, Innocence and Simplicity fell 

into Decay and Contempt.” “Learning, it is confest, may Civilize and refine us, but it cannot moralize us; we 

may be more courteous, and conversable, and accomplished; but we cannot be one jot the Holier, the Juster, 

more Temperate, or more Charitable for it.”834 Jefferson recommended Charron’s Of Wisdom in 1814 as one 

of the few essential readings in ethics. In doing so, he had implicitly returned to the radical discourse of his 

famous letter of 1787. 

In this story of Jefferson’s gradual abandonment of an Enlightenment politics of education, the 

Missouri Compromise of 1820 figures as a catalyst rather than a turning-point. This was the concrete issue 

that could rally the Southern Republicans against a common Federalist threat. The assertion of federal 

authority in the slavery question was originally a Federalist position. It was especially a Northern and urban 

desire, where the economy did not float on slave labor anyway, leaving the industrial North exposed to easy 

accusations of hypocrisy from the agrarian South. The issue had a rare tangibility to it, touching on Southern 

economic interests as well as more existential fears. And it triggered traditionally Republican sensitivities 

 
833 Thomas Jefferson to John Minor, Letter of 30 August 1814, in: PTJRS, Vol. 7, pp. 625-31. 

834 Pierre Charron, Of Wisdom, ed. George Stanhope, Vol. 3 (London: 1697), pp. 573-76. 
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concerning states’ rights. If any national issue would allow Jefferson to pivot the “Principles of ‘98” back 

towards an external enemy, this was surely it. To be sure, the scholarly consensus reads that Jefferson 

sincerely feared the sudden abolition of slavery. In Jefferson’s own arresting phrase, white slave-owners 

“had the wolf by the ears.”835 Yet Jefferson’s correspondence from 1820 to 1826 displays an exceptional 

interest in convincing high-ranking Southern Republicans that the cause for this political crisis lay with the 

sinister influence of Federalist indoctrination in Northern universities. That was the only possible explanation 

for why Republicans in the North had generally supported federal intervention in the slavery question. In the 

hard winter of his life, Jefferson found a crisis he could not let go to waste. 

Perhaps the clearest illustration of Jefferson’s (re)turn to a Country politics of education is 

simultaneously one of his earliest pitches for a new university in Virginia. In a letter from January 1820 to 

an influential Republican Senator for Virginia, Jefferson warns: “if our legislature does not heartily push our 

University, we must send our children for education to Kentucky or Cambridge [in Massachusetts].” Sending 

the crop of Virginian youth to Harvard University, Jefferson continues, “will return them to us fanatics & 

tories.” At least the University of Kentucky “has more of the flavor of the old cask,” that is to say, it inculcates 

the original decentralizing intent of the Constitution. But if Kentucky has the only university in the South, the 

result will be a Virginian brain drain. “[A]ll the states but our own are sensible that knolege is power. The 

Missouri question is for power. The efforts now generally making thro’ [all] the states to advance their science 

is for power,” while Virginia sits idly by. It is almost as if the Virginia legislature expects “to oppose by 

ignorance the overwhelming mass of light & science by which we shall be surrounded [in Washington, 

D.C.].”836 It is certainly interesting (but hardly surprising) that Jefferson here expands the claims he had 

made in 1814. In his letter to Spafford, we recall, he had insisted that the learned professions were 

responsible for the spread of neo-Toryism. In this letter from 1820, Jefferson argues that the elite universities 

of the North are complicit in the corruption of the American youth. But the most interesting aspect of the 

 
835 John Chester Miller, The Wolf by the Ears: Thomas Jefferson and Slavery (New York: Free Press, 1977); 
Young, “American political thought,” pp. 387-88. Paul Finkelman, Slavery and the Founders: Race and 
Liberty in the Age of Jefferson (New York & London: M.E. Sharp, 2001 [1996]), pp. 177-78, reads the 
passage in a more metaphorical way, although he agrees that for Jefferson, “self-preservation” broadly 
understood was at stake. 

836 Thomas Jefferson to Joseph C. Cabell, Letter of 22 January 1820, in: PTJRS, Vol. 15, pp. 344-46. 
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letter is its thorough politicization of the concepts “knowledge,” “light,” and “science.” “Light & science” 

serves as a shorthand for the kind of mellifluous learning that has allowed the Federalists to bewitch the 

nation. All knowledge is power, and power is obtained through a show of knowledge. Jefferson’s solution is 

not to depose or reform learning from below, as the standard Old Whig answer had been, but to infiltrate it. 

Since Federalist intellectuals and educators stand in a cynical relation to their own knowledge, why shouldn’t 

agrarian Southerners be able to wield learning merely for political gain, without losing their yeoman integrity? 

A greater contrast with the Enlightenment faith in the extra-political, transcendental operations of “light and 

science” is hardly imaginable. 

The more concrete and plausible the establishment of a new Virginian university became, the more 

fervently Jefferson tried to convince Southern Republican luminaries that the educational battle with the 

Federalists was the struggle that would seal the political fate of the nation. In February 1821, for example, 

Jefferson sent an update about the projected university to James Breckinridge, the Virginian lawyer and 

general whose brother John had introduced the Kentucky Resolution in 1798. In the letter, Jefferson railed 

against the “Northern seminaries for the instruction of our sons,” where Virginia had “at all times 500 of our 

sons imbibing opinions and principles in discord with those of their own countries.” This “canker (…) eating 

on the vitals of our existence” needed to be removed as soon as possible.837 In another letter from 1825, 

Jefferson warned that “Consolidation” would soon be a reality, with the financial world “riding and ruling over 

the plundered ploughman and beggared yeomanry.” Thankfully, now the University of Virginia was becoming 

a reality, with university professors who would finally teach “the correct principles of our day.”838 No summary 

of Jefferson’s bid for ideological rehabilitation could have been crisper than his own revealing remarks in a 

letter from January 1825:  

[M]en, according to their constitutions, and the circumstances in which 
they are placed, differ honestly in opinion. some are whigs, liberals, 
democrats, call them what you please; others are tories, serviles, 
aristocrats EtC. the latter fear the people, and wish to transfer all power to 
the higher classes of society. the former consider the people as the safest 
depository of power… this is the division of sentiment now existing in the 
US. it is the common division of whig and tory, or, according to our 
denominations, of Republican and Federalist, and is the most salutary of 

 
837 Thomas Jefferson to James Breckinridge, Letter of 15 February 1821, in: PTJRS, Vol. 16, pp. 611-13. 

838 Thomas Jefferson to William Branch Giles, Letter of 26 December 1825, in: PTJRS, forthcoming. 
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all divisions. it ought therefore to be fostered, instead of being 
amalgamated. for, take away this, and some more dangerous division will 
take it’s place.839 

The simple binary of Whig and Tory, Republican and Federalist, had given way to a regrettable episode of 

internal squabble among Republicans. It was time for wayward Republicans to return to the Jeffersonian 

fold. 

 It is in this context, then, that we must understand Jefferson’s final political act: his repeated demand 

that the University of Virginia vet professors of politics, ethics, and law for their political views. “In selecting 

our Law-Professor, we must be rigorously attentive to his political principles,” Jefferson intimates to Madison 

in February 1826. Before the Revolution, when Edward Coke still supplied the golden standard of 

constitutional theory, “our lawyers were then all whigs.” But as soon as Blackstone came into fashion, “from 

that moment that profession (the nursery of our Congress) began to slide into toryism, and nearly all the 

young brood of lawyers now are of that hue.” While professorial competence is usually best judged by 

scholars in the respective field, Jefferson writes in another letter to Madison from 1825, “there is one branch 

in which I think we are the best judges, and the branch itself is of that interesting character to our state, and 

to the US, as to make it a duty in us to lay down the principles which are to be taught. It is that of 

gov[ern]m[en]t.”840 Jefferson even proposed to enshrine the Virginia Resolutions – the cardinal statement of 

the “Principles of ‘98” – in the university curriculum.  

Jefferson’s partisan bias on this point has tended to puzzle scholars. How could the champion of 

free scientific inquiry privilege ideological correctness over academic competence? One recent 

commentator has tried to square the circle by maintaining that Jefferson’s insistence on ideological vetting 

was “at base ethical, not political.” The Virginia professors simply needed to be modern, open-minded 

teachers in order for progress and science to make any headway in the nation, so this argument goes. 

Jefferson’s honest mistake was to suppose that only Whig instructors could promote the standard 

 
839 Thomas Jefferson to William Short, Letter of 8 January 1825, in: PTJRS, forthcoming. 

840 Thomas Jefferson to James Madison, Letter of 1 February 1825, in: James Madison et al., The Papers 
of James Madison: Retirement Series, eds. David B, Mattern et al., Vol. 3 (Charlottesville, VA: University of 
Virginia Press, 2016), pp. 470-71. 
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Enlightenment values of “progress,” “equality,” and “scientific disinterest.”841 A more plausible explanation, 

however, is that Jefferson had ceased to be a true believer in the civilizing influence of polite learning. He 

was still capable of reproducing set-piece eulogies on the strides of disinterested science.842 But his 

readings in skepticism and radical Whig theory, combined with the revolt of the Old Republicans, had 

persuaded him that learning was too powerful a weapon not to exploit like the Stuarts, High Church Tories, 

Court Whigs, and Federalists had done. In framing the University of Virginia, Jefferson voted with his feet 

against the Enlightenment. 

 It is a touching image. 1826. Thomas Jefferson feverishly scribbling away at Monticello, plagued by 

rheumatism and other ailments of age. He tries to rally his former allies and admirers, stretching his credit 

as a Founding Father as far as he can. Perhaps he manages to convince some of them, and himself, that 

he is still in control of the ideological direction of the Republican Party. But the fissures have already grown 

too wide. The future will be divvied up between the violent agrarian populism of Andrew Jackson, on the 

one hand, and the urbane Northern Republicanism of the Whig Party and, later, the GOP. In a way, Jefferson 

had wanted to eat the cake and have it too. He wanted to see the virtuous farmer successfully wield the 

corrupting power of the intellect, and then return to the plough somehow untransformed by the experience. 

Of the major figures of American political history, only John C. Calhoun comes close to the ideal Jefferson 

envisioned. Yet even Calhoun did not live long enough to demonstrate that he could willingly abandon the 

book and return to the plough. Jefferson died before seeing his academic Cincinnatus realized in practice. 

Some even now still await his coming. 

 

VIII. Conclusion 

 
841 M. Andrew Holowchak, Thomas Jefferson’s Philosophy of Education: A Utopian Dream (London & New 
York: Routledge, 2014), pp. 54-55. See also Harold Hellenbrand, The Unfinished Revolution: Education and 
Politics in the Thought of Thomas Jefferson (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 1990), p. 164: “Politics, 
philosophy, and religion were all parts of [Jefferson’s] crusade to liberate mind from the impositions of will 
and tradition so that it could pursue reason involuntarily as [Jefferson’s bill drafts from 1776] said.” 

842 E.g., Thomas Jefferson to Roger Chew Weightman, Letter of 24 June 1826, in: PTJRS, forthcoming. 



 

260 
   

The history of the American Revolution can be told as the continuous unfolding of the democratic 

implications of a single revolutionary ideal.843 The colonists broke away from the British monarchy, entrusting 

local legislatures with the task of constitution-making. But who were these legislatures anyway, and did they 

adequately represent “the people”? Next, informal “committees” were formed to allow the community to 

retain a closer hold on the issues. But who were these committees anyway…? Special conventions were 

called to ratify the new Constitution in 1787-88, meant to better embody the popular will. But weren’t the 

delegates still mostly upper-class…? Etcetera. The history of the American appropriation of Old Whig anti-

intellectualism unfolded in parallel. At every turn, truer True Whigs, or older Old Whigs, arose to challenge 

the establishment’s commitment to the radical principles that formed America’s public philosophy. The first 

Federalists were challenged by Antifederalists, elite Antifederalists by backcountry Antifederalists, the 

second Federalists by Jeffersonians, Jeffersonians by Old Republicans. At every turn, the distinctive brand 

of anti-intellectualism we have traced in this dissertation became one of the main litmus tests for gauging 

the purity of one’s Whiggery. 

 
843 Cf. Wood, Radicalism, pp. 232, 294-95, 362-69. 
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Epilogue 

In the past few decades, anti-intellectualism has become a staple of Republican Party discourse. Complaints 

about the political biases of the intellectual establishment have become increasingly common, increasingly 

mainstream, and increasingly shrill among American conservatives. Of course, anti-intellectualism has 

always had a strong presence in American political discourse. This has been true especially for champions 

of the agrarian population, be they “left-wing” or “right-wing.” When I write that anti-intellectualism has 

become a “staple” of Republican Party discourse, however, I do not mean simply that it has become a 

recurrent motif. I mean that is has become core to the Republican message in recent times. Anti-

intellectualism has become a central plank of the Republican agenda. And not just on the party’s fringes. 

Since roughly the beginning of the 1990s, the entire Republican Party has radicalized in its attitudes towards 

the American intellectual establishment. In pamphlet after pamphlet, the party’s most influential ideologues 

beat the war drum. Republicans must attempt to capture, reform, or subvert America’s opinion-making 

institutions, or else the future will be lost, so they argue. The urgency and centrality of anti-intellectual 

discourse among one of the two main American parties: that is what makes this moment special. The Trump 

administration’s decision to impose a 1.4% tax on the most well-endowed universities in the United States, 

six years ago, can be seen as a preliminary skirmish in a much broader Republican offensive.844 Very 

recently, in fact, Donald Trump announced that he would make the American universities pay “for the terror 

they have unleashed into our once-great country.”845 By pledging to revoke university tax exemptions, Trump 

is only drifting along the Republican Party mainstream. 

 The foundations for the new direction in Republican Party ideology – on this subject as well as many 

others – were laid during the culture wars in the second half of the twentieth century. Alarmed by the growing 

radicalism of the American youth, many conservative thinkers began to set their sights on the educational 

 
844 Michael Stratford & Benjamin Wermund, “The new tax on Harvard,” Politico (22 December 2017). 

845 Stephanie Lai, “Trump says he’d go after university tax breaks if elected again,” The Boston Globe (18 
December 2023). 

https://www.bostonglobe.com/2023/12/18/nation/trump-says-hed-go-after-university-tax-breaks-if-elected-again/
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system.846 The point of their pamphlets was usually as straightforward as their titles suggested.847 Yet there 

were two works from this period that stood out for their sophistication and their influence. The first is Allan 

Bloom’s The Closing of the American Mind (1987). Unlike the other conservative commentators, Bloom saw 

the dangers of left-wing education primarily as mediated. His book did acknowledge the common complaint 

that curricula had become filled with morally toxic content. But Bloom’s book focused on the radical left’s 

rejection of the humanities classically understood. By renouncing the humanistic mission of moral 

improvement, the universities had opened the door to moral relativism and nihilism. That nihilism, in turn, 

had led the youth further astray than any direct indoctrination could have done.848 Bloom’s work was a New 

York Times bestseller for four straight months, but its author denied any association with the Republican 

Party. In this sense, Bloom contrasted sharply to William F. Buckley, the author of the second great 

touchstone of conservative sensibilities from this period. After Buckley founded the National Review in 1955, 

he quickly became the intellectual anchor of the Republican Party. Buckley’s first published work, God and 

Man at Yale (1951), dwarfed Bloom’s Closing in terms of its lasting influence. Buckley’s text, with irony 

characteristic of its author, contended that there was no God and no humanity to be found at Yale University. 

The broader American academy which Yale represented was governed by a senseless ideology of 

collectivism and atheism, utterly foreign to the beliefs of the rest of the nation.849 In the introduction to the 

twenty-fifth anniversary edition of God and Man at Yale, Buckley argued that there was a strong precedent 

for a forced “Americanization” of the curriculum. After all, he wrote, hadn’t Thomas Jefferson written a letter 

 
846 See also Carol Mason, “Right-wing literature in the United States since the 1960s,” Oxford Research 
Encyclopedia of Literature (Oxford University Press, 2018). 

847 E.g., Gordon V. Drake, Blackboard Power: NEA Threat to America (Tulsa: Christian Crusade 
Publications, 1968); Duncan Williams, Trousered Apes: Sick Literature in a Sick Society (New York: Delta 
Books, 1971); Connaught Coyne Marshner, Blackboard Tyranny (New Rochelle: Arlington House, 1978); 
Dinesh D’Souza, Illiberal Education: The Politics of Race and Sex on Campus (New York: The Free Press, 
1991). 

848 Cf. Allan Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind: How Higher Education Has Failed Democracy and 
Impoverished the Souls of Today’s Students (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1987), esp. pp. 336-82. 

849 William F. Buckley, God and Man at Yale: The Superstitions of “Academic Freedom” (Chicago: Regnery 
Gateway, 2021 [1951]), Chs. 1-2. 
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to John Breckinridge in 1821 about removing the “canker” of “seminaries [where] our sons [are] imbibing 

opinions and principles in discord with those of their own country”?850 

 In the twenty-first century, Republican polemic against the American learned establishment has 

become incomparably more frequent and vicious. A small cross-section of examples should suffice to 

illustrate this point. In his New York Times bestseller Liberty and Tyranny: A Conservative Manifesto (2009), 

Mark Levin quotes Buckley’s quip that he “would rather be governed by the first two thousand people in the 

Boston telephone directory than by the two thousand people on the faculty at Harvard University.” In the 

manifesto wishlist, in the final chapter of the pamphlet, Levin includes a call to “eliminate tenure” and to 

“strip the statist agenda from [school and university] curricula (…) and replace it with curricula that reinforce 

actual education and the preservation of the civil society through its core principles.”851 In another New York 

Times bestseller from 2021, Levin points out that “academia is not merely about teaching students how to 

think (…) but to develop an army of activist revolutionaries” that will help advance “the counterrevolution to 

the American Revolution.”852  The influential conservative economist Thomas Sowell agrees with Levin that 

professors and other intellectuals tend to favor big government, to the detriment of American society. In his 

Intellectuals and Society (2010), effectively an extensive diatribe against the social influence of 

“intellectuals,” Sowell contrasts the pro-government biases of intellectuals with Thomas Jefferson’s ideal of 

limited government.853 The same espousal of Jeffersonian ideals features in the works of the Republican 

firebrand David Horowitz. Most of Horowitz’s past writings have been concerned with loosening the 

perceived Democratic stranglehold on education.854 Yet the fullest explication of the origins of Horowitz’s 

 
850 Buckley, God and Man, pp. lii-liii. Cf. Chapter 5, Section VII, of this dissertation. 

851 Mark R. Levin, Liberty and Tyranny: A Conservative Manifesto (New York: Threshold, 2009), pp. 45, 201-
2. Cf. pp. 179-80. 

852 Mark R. Levin, American Marxism (New York: Threshold, 2021), pp. 1, 95. 

853 Thomas Sowell, Intellectuals and Society, rev. ed. (New York: Basic Books, 2012 [2009]), pp. 23-24. 

854 See David Horowitz, The Professors: The 101 Most Dangerous Academics in America (Washington, 
D.C.: Regnery, 2006); David Horowitz, One-Party Classroom: How Radical Professors at America’s Top 
Colleges Indoctrinate Students and Undermine Our Democracy (New York: Crown Forum, 2009); and David 
Horowitz, Reforming Our Universities: The Campaign for an Academic Bill of Rights (Washington, D.C.: 
Regnery, 2010). The reference to an academic “Bill of Rights” already hints at Horowitz’s source of 
inspiration. 
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ideas can be found in one of his most recent books, The Enemy Within (2021). The final chapter of this 

book, ominously titled “Heading towards the Abyss,” begins with the following passage: 

On the rotunda of the Jefferson Memorial in Washington are described 
these words: “I have sworn upon the altar of God eternal hostility against 
every form of tyranny over the mind of man.” This statement by Jefferson 
is the heart of the democracy in whose Founding he played so central a 
role... It keeps the mind free, which is the chief bulwark against the 
establishment of tyranny. Today America is facing the most serious threat 
of the establishment of such tyranny in its history. This threat comes from 
a political faction that calls its reactionary creed “progressive” (…). These 
doctrines have already been embraced by American universities and 
public schools, tax-exempt advocacy foundations, the corporate culture, 
and the Democrat Party.855 

In Victor Davis Hanson’s The Dying Citizen (2021), another conservative bestseller, the figure of Thomas 

Jefferson is the reference point in a more subtle way. In the first part of the book, Hanson explains the 

circumstances that allowed for the emergence of a “European ideal of an independent middle class, 

originally agrarian” which has been the lodestar of American policy “until recently.” The second part of the 

book is dedicated to spelling out the developments that have caused this Jeffersonian model of citizenship 

to wither and “die.” Central to Hanson’s account of the death of an independent yeomanry are the absurd 

doctrines, “globalism” and “wokeness” above all, that are being propagated at the university and in the 

media.856 

 But the greatest exponent by far of the Republican Party’s recent obsession with intellectuals is also 

the party’s most influential living ideologue: Newt Gingrich. According to the political scientists Steven 

Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt, Gingrich was responsible more than anyone for the introduction of a zero-sum, 

existential conception of politics in Washington, D.C. As Speaker of the House from 1995 to 1998, Gingrich 

presided not only over the assembled House, but also over the hardening of Republican rhetoric.857 Today, 

 
855 David Horowitz, The Enemy Within: How A Totalitarian Movement is Destroying America (Washington, 
D.C.: Regnery, 2021), p. 181. 

856 Victor Davis Hanson, The Dying Citizen: How Progressive Elites, Tribalism, and Globalization Are 
Destroying the Idea of America (New York: Basic Books, 2021), esp. pp. 17, 26, 33. Mark Levin has written 
the blurb for this book, calling it “essential reading for any American who cares about the fate of our nation.” 
Interestingly, Hanson writes that the intellectual elite responsible for the decline of American values “was 
not an independent new middle class but rather emulated the privilege and influence of the High Church 
clergy” (pp. 44-45). 

857 Steven Levitsky & Daniel Ziblatt, How Democracies Die (New York: Broadway Books, 2018), pp. 146-
51. 
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Gingrich leads the charge on the intellectual establishment, which he regards as an appendage of the 

Democratic Party. In his book To Save America (2010), Gingrich takes a special interest in Democratic ex-

President Barack Obama’s verbal skills as a former lawyer and university professor: 

President Obama hides his duplicity behind secrecy, clever language, and 
legalisms. Like President Reagan, Obama possesses captivating, 
eloquent rhetorical gifts. While Reagan used rhetoric to clarify and 
educate, however, Obama uses his skills to confuse and deflect. These 
are profoundly different models of leadership. 

Elsewhere in the book, Gingrich writes of Obama’s “hypocrisy,” “deliberate misuse of language,” “deliberate 

obfuscations,” and “famous gift for language,” which allowed him to pull off a “fundamental deception of the 

American people.” But Obama is not the only culprit, according to Gingrich. For “secular-socialists” across 

the Democratic Party, “only strong government can (...) reeducate the ignorant or misinformed through 

government-sponsored programs.” In his book Rediscovering God in America (2016), Gingrich elaborates 

on what he sees as the Democratic Party’s malicious goal to “condition people to accept alien behaviors 

and values.” While the Founding Fathers sought to combine republican freedom with Christian zeal, “we 

should be mindful that a media-academic-legal elite is energetically determined to impose another, quite 

different and radically secularist vision against the wishes of the overwhelming majority of Americans... This 

elite is especially hard at work in the courts and in the classrooms where it is attempting to overturn two 

centuries of American self-understanding of religious freedom and political liberty.” The insidious work of 

pro-Democratic lawyers and educators emerges here as the gravest threat to the Republican Party, which 

would otherwise easily win elections because of its “common-sense” commitment to freedom and the public 

benefit.858 

Gingrich presents two solutions to the Democratic Party’s intellectual subversions of freedom. On 

the one hand, in an infamous CNN interview in 2016, Gingrich insists that “theoreticians” tend to be on the 

side of the Democratic Party, and that he prefers the judgments of “the average American,” who has no 

 
858 Newt Gingrich, To Save America: Stopping Obama’s Secular-Socialist Machine (Washington, D.C.: 
Regnery, 2010), pp. 49, 55, 62-65, 69, 145,174; Newt Gingrich, Rediscovering God in America: Reflections 
on the Role of Faith in Our Nation’s History and Future (New York: Center Street, 2016), p. 146. Cf. Newt 
Gingrich, Understanding Trump (New York: Hachette, 2017), Ch. 4. 
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patience for petty facts and statistics.859 If Gingrich means business, this first implied solution would be to 

curtail the influence of professional thinkers and to privilege instead the sentiments of ordinary citizens. On 

the other hand, Gingrich writes in Rediscovering God in America, also in 2016, that “it is absolutely 

necessary to establish a firm foundation of patriotic education upon which further knowledge can be built... 

Thomas Jefferson wrote that the chief virtue of studying the past is ‘rendering the people safe, as they are 

the ultimate guardians of their own liberty.’”860 Although Gingrich tends to be a careful reader of Jefferson’s 

writings, in this second solution he is projecting the early Jefferson’s faith in public enlightenment through 

objective science onto the late Jefferson’s partisan commitment to counterindoctrination. Gingrich’s intention 

is surely the latter. It is important to note that the two solutions presented by Gingrich do not exclude one 

another. In fact, they may complement each other nicely. For what is this “patriotic education” to consist of? 

What should inform its content? Presumably the commonsensical views of ordinary Americans – the kinds 

of views which the Republican Party has (supposedly) been trying to serve. 

Anti-intellectualism has not only become a core Republican focus at the level of abstract formulation 

of principle; it has also permeated Republican discourse at a much more mundane level. The same 

preoccupation with Democratic indoctrination, and the same Jeffersonian framing, can be found among 

prominent figures within the evangelical community. For example, in an oft-cited piece, the Baptist pastor 

Chuck Baldwin makes the case that “by any definition that Jefferson could have envisioned, today’s political 

correctness can only be regarded as ‘tyranny over the mind of man.’”861 Similarly, on the popular 

conservative website Townhall, Frank Wright, the CEO of a large televangelism organization, decries the 

“craven cancel culture” of today’s “Progressives” as a Jeffersonian “tyranny over the mind of man.”862 Given 

the reach of these religious figures, as well as the commercial success of the writings discussed above, it 

is unsurprising that the language of radical Republicans on the ground emulates that of the ideological 

vanguard. In a landmark qualitative study, political scientists Theda Skocpol and Vanessa Williamson 

 
859 Quoted in Peter Wehner, “Trump’s sinister assault on truth,” The Atlantic (18 June 2019). 

860 Gingrich, Rediscovering God, p. 147. 

861 Chuck Baldwin, “Political correctness: tyranny of the mind,” Chuck Baldwin Live (21 May 2015). 

862 Frank Wright, “When truth is the enemy,” Townhall (21 February 2021). 
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conclude that the “dismissal of intellectuals with harsh rhetoric” has become a standard feature of everyday 

discourse among Tea Party voters and activists.863 

The Republican message, in short, is pretty consistent. The American intellectual establishment has 

drifted too far from the understandings and wishes of the common citizen. The universities, legal professions 

and media have become beacons of antirepublican influence. They magnify the prerogatives of the central 

(federal) government and peddle dangerous doctrines that diminish individual liberty. They must be brought 

back under popular control, or destroyed, or countered with “correct” forms of education. If not, the country 

will fall under the yoke of tyranny. It is in this ideological context that we must view the establishment of the 

conservative counterindoctrination institute Prager University in 2011. And it is in this context that we must 

understand the unfolding Republican campaign, in the House of Representatives, to “defund” elite 

universities across the country by stripping them of federal funding.864 The remarks about antisemitism 

which made Claudine Gay, the President of Harvard University, world news recently were uttered in the 

context of a Congressional hearing that was part of this Republican campaign to discredit the nation’s 

premier universities.865 

Unfortunately, scholarly commentators on the anti-intellectual crescendo within the Republican 

Party have been mostly uninterested in listening closely. Instead of examining the stated views of 

Republicans themselves, these scholars have chosen to diagnose the Republican rejection of intellectual 

authority as a kind of pathology. Some, working in the field of political psychology, have explained 

Republican radicalization on this point as the effect of sub- or irrational cognitive processes such as 

“priming,” “fluency,” “partisan cues,” and “motivated reasoning.”866 Other commentators, also mostly political 

 
863 Theda Skocpol & Vanessa Williamson, The Tea Party and the Remaking of Republican Conservatism 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), pp. 79-80. Cf. p. 79: “With his Ivy League degrees, President 
Obama is (…) perceived as a member of a haughty, overbearing, and dubiously patriotic higher-educated 
elite.” 

864 Brian Schwartz, “Hearings, subpoenas, crackdowns: inside House Republicans’ long-term plan to 
‘defund’ elite universities,” CNBC (18 December 2023). 

865 Claire Foran et al., “House passes resolution condemning testimony by university presidents over 
antisemitism,” CNN (13 December 2023); [Anon.], “Bestuurder Harvard University biedt excuses aan in 
antisemitisme-rel,” NOS Nieuws (9 December 2023). 

866 E.g., Briony Swire et al., “Processing political misinformation: comprehending the Trump phenomenon,” 
Royal Society Open Science, Vol. 4, No. 3 (2017), pp. 1-21; Tom Nichols, The Death of Expertise: The 
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scientists, have stressed the influence of technological changes – especially the constant proliferation of 

“fake news” on social media platforms – that have upset traditional knowledge hierarchies.867 Contemporary 

philosophers, meanwhile, have suggested that the Republicans’ distrust of intellectual elites has been the 

unintended consequence of the post-structuralist project to deconstruct “Truth” as a power play since 

roughly the 1960s.868 In all three of these standard accounts, Republican anti-intellectualism appears as a 

kind of cognitive short-circuit, as a bug rather than as a feature of the party platform. 

A fourth explanation of Republican anti-intellectualism is imaginable, based loosely on the 

arguments of Thomas Frank and Michael Sandel. This explanation holds that the Republican excoriation of 

the learned establishment is part of a broader backlash against the concept of “merit.” In the extreme 

meritocracy that the United States has become, argue Frank and Sandel, higher education has become a 

device by the powerful to legitimate their own privileges. Hard work and hard study allow me to enjoy this 

exaltation, so the powerful seem to say to the powerless. The losers in this system, the undereducated and 

the poor, inevitably resent the winners.869 Therefore, we might explain the Republican rejection of learning 

as a proxy assault on the more intangible concept of merit. Note that this hypothetical explanation would 

again seek to explain away Republican anti-intellectualism as motivated by a sub-rational force (in this case, 

resentment). If resentment towards the socio-economic privileges of the highly educated was really the 

underlying driver of Republican anti-intellectualism, then we should expect a different political approach. We 

should expect Republican ire to concentrate on the highly skilled workers of Silicon Valley, who tend to enjoy 

great salaries and a bottomless demand for their skills in the most pleasant climate of the country. 

Republican politicians have certainly targeted powerful tech moguls like Mark Zuckerberg and Bill Gates. 

 
Campaign against Established Knowledge and Why It Matters (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), Ch. 
2; Eric Merkley, “Anti-intellectualism, populism, and motivated resistance to expert consensus,” Public 
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But so far, they have let all tech workers below the CEO level largely off the hook. The ideal of capitalism is 

strong enough among Republicans to regard the tech sector simply as “booming business.” Instead, the 

brunt of Republican loathing is borne by the arts and humanities, arguably the least lucrative discipline of 

them all. The reason for this focus, and the reason why Zuckerberg and Gates are targeted but not the 

Silicon Valley rank-and-file, is not economics but politics. Through his control over a major social media 

channel, Zuckerberg can literally set the terms of public discourse. Gates is targeted not for Microsoft but 

for his left-leaning funding program, the Gates Foundation. Arts and humanities students tend to become 

cultural influencers, often seeking careers in the media, in politics, in art and entertainment. In short, 

Republican anti-intellectualism seems too targeted to be fueled by resentment. But what is its target? 

The approach of intellectual history, pursued in this dissertation, has unlocked a fresh possibility. 

What if Republican anti-intellectualism today is merely an updated version of the Whiggish program we have 

traced through more than 200 years of Anglo-American history? What if Republicans target specific 

progressive doctrines for the same reasons that Parliamentarians and (Old) Whigs targeted passive 

obedience and non-resistance, namely because those doctrines are assumed to undermine political liberty? 

What if today’s Republicanism is orthodox republicanism, at least on this subject? Admittedly, this is a far 

more uncomfortable explanation than the ones previously mentioned. It prevents us from dismissing the 

views of one half of the political nation as hogwash, idiocy, confusion, blind fury, etc. It does not prevent us 

from branding these views as “conspiracist” and “paranoid,” but then again, so were the views of those that 

philosophized the American Republic into existence. In any case, this explanation forces us to attribute a 

logic and, indeed, a history to Republican rhetoric that is entirely absent from the dominant accounts. 

More disturbingly still, the Republicans would be correct if they understood themselves to be 

imitating Whiggish precedents by attacking the universities. For I have not only shown that the Whig “greats” 

– that shortlist of classics that was enshrined in the American political consciousness – had an anti-

intellectual agenda. I have also shown that the works of Milton, Harrington, Molesworth, Cato, Bolingbroke, 

etc., were an accurate reflection of the rest of the literature on this point. Parliamentarian and Old Whig 

political thought in general was saturated with principled distrust of the intellectual establishment. To show 

this, it was important that I adopted a “two-track” approach in examining the Whig corpus. I was concerned 

not just to show that the few texts read by the American colonists contained anti-intellectual arguments, but 
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that even the texts that did not make the shortlist contained such arguments. The consequence is that it is 

impossible today to “remedy” Republican anti-intellectualism by showing the contingency and partiality of 

the republican canon on which it might be based. If present-day Republicans are merely restating the public 

philosophy of early America, then they are certainly not cherry-picking. 

 As the historian Bernard Bailyn pointed out long ago, the radical Whig worldview constituted a kind 

of “switchboard” in which certain combinations of events would trigger “danger signals.”870 The British 

Parliament passed a seemingly innocuous tax on official documents in 1765, but the Whig saw the imminent 

subversion of private property; the British government replaced a few provincial judges, but the Whig 

perceived the demise of the independent judiciary, etc. The result of this logic was the American Revolution. 

Effectively, my dissertation has suggested that knowledge-production was another domain in which such a 

“danger signal” could be triggered. In the Whig political consciousness, a monocultural, pro-centralization, 

and jargonistic intellectual establishment could spark revolutionary opposition. From this perspective, we 

might understand the shrillness of Republican anti-intellectualism (quite absurd otherwise) as the latest 

appearance of this revolutionary reflex. For the Republican quarrel with the academy is precisely that it is 

monocultural, supportive of federal interference, and extremely jargonistic. When the Republican looks at 

the American university system, he or she sees the ideological apparatus of the Democratic Party. 

There are indeed strong affinitive ties between American universities and the Democratic Party. 

Self-declared “liberal” professors outnumber conservative professors nine to one. University administrators 

are overwhelmingly Democratic, with a ratio of ten to one. Faculty, staff, and students tend to donate much 

more to the Democratic Party than to the Republican Party (Harvard faculty donations to the Republican 

Party amounted to one percent of Harvard faculty donations to the Democratic Party). Republican voters, 

meanwhile, understand that the universities are inhospitable places for their views. According to Pew 

Research, the share of Republicans who believe that college education has a negative effect overall on 

students has shot up from 37% in 2015 to 59% in 2019.871 But data is hardly necessary to confirm this 
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picture. For the academic hegemony of a certain political outlook is palpable to any outsider who wanders 

inside. The Government Department at Harvard University offers a course to its graduate students (Gov 

3002) that is ostensibly a training in undergraduate teaching, but in reality a catechism in American-style 

liberalism. How to actively empower students from marginalized communities? How to provide feedback 

without judging a student’s ability (for there is no innate ability, only differing degrees of socio-economic 

opportunity)? Commendable as some of these goals are, it is clear to everyone who was not born and raised 

in the urbanized coastland of the United States that Gov 3002 advances a specific political agenda.872 And 

completing this course is mandatory. As is the “diversity statement” that many elite universities now require 

for faculty positions, forcing the applicant to explain how he or she has contributed to the cause of a multi-

ethnic society. By this measure, anyone who does not explicitly agree with the American-style liberal account 

of “diversity,” let alone its overriding importance, is formally barred either from occupying the most 

prestigious jobs in the academic community, or from speaking their own truth.873 

The liberal hegemony in the American academy may have come about for organic reasons. It may 

simply be the case that the scholarship has developed, on its own accord, in the direction of American-style 

liberalism, and that the Democratic Party has embraced many of its concepts and arguments. Or there may 

have been a relationship of mutual influence between the Democratic Party and the academy. Scholars 

notice that their ideas are taken seriously by one of the two main parties only, and in turn become reluctant 

to advance new projects that might seriously undermine the politics they favor or promote the politics they 

fear. The two-party system in the United States may play an important role in forcing scholars to take a side, 

 
Langbert, “Homogenous: the political affiliations of elite liberal arts college faculty,” Academic Questions, 
Vol. 31 (2018), pp. 186-97; [Anon.], “The growing partisan divide in views of higher education,” Pew 
Research Center (19 August 2019); Natalie L. Kahn & Andy Z. Wang, “A blue wave: Harvard affiliates and 
their political contributions,” The Harvard Crimson (17 November 2020); Mitchell Langbert & Sean Stevens, 
“Partisan registration of faculty in flagship colleges,” Studies in Higher Education, Vol. 47, No. 8 (2022), pp. 
1750-60. 

872 In one memorable class of Gov 3002, the instructor showed my cohort of graduate students a graph to 
corroborate a point about the non-existence of natural aptitude. When a friend of mine, a quantitative political 
scientist, remarked that the graph was shoddy and did not confirm the instructor’s point, he was told, 
stunningly: “It is not about the correctness of the empirics, it is about the underlying message.” This clearly 
will not do. 

873 Cf. Conor Friedersdorf, “The hypocrisy of mandatory diversity statements,” The Atlantic (3 July 2023).  
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ultimately, in an uncomfortably simplistic binary choice. But to a set of Americans abnormally prone to detect 

power-plays everywhere, the outcome looks like a premeditated intellectual conspiracy against liberty. 

 According to this updated version of the Old Whig worldview, there is nothing accidental about the 

convergence or affinity between the Democratic Party and the American academy. The Democrats look like 

so many High Church Tories or Court Whigs; President Biden looks like a Stuart monarch or Robert Walpole; 

the shibboleths of “diversity and inclusion,” “nudging,” “distributive justice,” and “constitutional guardrails” 

look like modern versions of the doctrine of passive obedience, magnifying the prerogatives of the federal 

government; and Harvard and Yale University look like Restoration Oxford and Cambridge.874 It is only 

apparently ironic that the Democratic Party, a party for “progress,” represents High Church Toryism and 

Court Whiggery in this scheme. For Robert Walpole, too, had claimed the mantle of “progress” and 

“modernity” for his program of fiscal and military centralization. Solitudinem faciunt modernitatem appellant, 

a Republican might say. 

 I should note at this point that by explaining Republican anti-intellectualism historically, I am not 

endorsing it. As an outside observer, I have had the benefit of not having a vested interest in either side of 

the aisle. Understanding current Republican (or Democratic) orthodoxies has usually been as challenging 

to me as understanding the outlook of political thinkers living centuries ago. But while I do not have a vested 

interest in Democratic or Republican ideals, as a European citizen I do have a vested interest in the political 

stability of the United States. That brings me to the topic of recommendations, or “normative upshot,” as the 

jargon would have it. At the most basic level, the American intellectual leadership and their Republican critics 

will need to begin to tolerate one another as legitimate opponents in all institutions of education and 

information. According to Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt, mutual toleration is one of the two most 

important norms that undergird the civic process.875 Yet mutual toleration is easier said than done. In the 

world of corporate media, where news channels form perfect echo chambers and outrage is a business 

 
874 The main disanalogy is the reversed role of the clergy. In a world where learning was a clerical attribute, 
it made sense to regard priestcraft as a key manifestation of intellectual corruption. Old Whigs were usually 
devout but heterodox Christians. Now that education has been largely secularized, and Christianity itself is 
at risk of being dethroned by science and scholarship, clergymen of all denominations align with the 
Republican Party. 

875 Levitsky & Ziblatt, How Democracies Die, pp. 9, 111-12. 



 

273 
   

model, no easy pathways to toleration are in sight. The lowest-hanging fruit, I suspect, can be plucked in 

the academic world. There, at least, survives a stubborn tendency to self-reflect and to listen. It is also the 

domain with which I am most familiar. So, while I will focus on the academic world in my recommendations, 

it should be kept in mind that similar challenges, and hopefully similar solutions, can be found in other 

domains of knowledge-production. 

Let me begin with the university leadership. However the liberal hegemony in most American 

universities may have come about, the result is, in Jonathan Haidt’s words, an “academic monoculture” that 

is embarrassing and harmful in equal measure.876 It is embarrassing to a university regime that touts 

“diversity” as one of the greatest goods. It is harmful not primarily because it stifles academic freedom and 

creativity, although that is certainly also the case. The greatest harm resides in the alienation and 

radicalization it brings about in countless American citizens. I have tried to suggest that this alienation, and 

the violent hostility to which it leads, is not senseless but informed by potent historical allergies. If I am 

correct, then both sides have allowed an explosive dynamic to unfold, repeating a historical pattern spanning 

hundreds of years. The solution must come from both sides. Rather than ignoring Republican outrage as 

erratic fearmongering that cannot be engaged or reasoned with, the academic administration must try to 

take steps to assuage the widespread perception of proscription and marginalization in Republican circles. 

The current situation, in which the intellectual fabric of the university aligns almost exclusively with one of 

the two main parties, is politically untenable in a two-party system. 

The university administration’s contribution to a solution seems straightforward. Firstly, the diversity 

statement should be abolished. History shows that doubling down on a seemingly exclusionary policy will 

not work. When the radical Whigs and Dissenters were barred from the universities, they resorted to 

homeschooling and alternative academies. History also shows that nothing stokes the fires of resentment 

like the imposition of a formal declaration of allegiance. The diversity statement is to Republicans today 

what the Oxford Decree was to Dissenters and Whigs in 1683, requiring all university teachers to subscribe 

to the doctrine of passive obedience. It is seen as a measure designed to exclude the opposition. If allowed 

to stand, it will only exacerbate the problem. Secondly, hiring and admission policies should be geared not 

 
876 John Leo, “A conversation with Jonathan Haidt,” Minding the Campus (3 February 2016). 
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toward ethnic diversity but toward viewpoint diversity (within reasonable limits, of course). Diversity in skin 

color has proven a very poor proxy for diversity in backgrounds and worldviews, which I assume is the 

underlying goal of most academic institutions. What is “diverse,” exactly, about having a faculty and student 

body that agree on all fundamental liberal principles, who come from similarly privileged backgrounds, and 

who differ only in something as irrelevant as skin tone and gender? Thirdly, meaningful exchanges between 

liberal and conservative faculty members and students should be formally encouraged. As long as the ratios 

between liberals and conservatives remain as skewed as they are, free-for-all townhall meetings will simply 

serve to reinforce the majority opinion. Without the explicit encouragement and protection of heterodox (but 

respectful) views, conservatives will continue to feel the threat of stigma and ostracism. Democrats, of all 

people, should be able to understand that dynamic, given their attitudes to the oppressive majoritarianism 

of the states. Fourthly, the university administration must gather the courage to take a hard line on 

intolerance on all sides. As Greg Lukianoff and Jonathan Haidt explain, the university leadership has a 

crucial norm-setting function. The administration can make or break university culture by the (speech-)acts 

it chooses to tolerate and the mission statements it chooses to enshrine.877 Given the dynamics of 

donorship, the university administration will have a financial incentive not to call intolerant progressives to 

account. Yet the university administration must remember that the motto of Harvard University, for example, 

is not lucrum but veritas. And truth, as university spokespersons keep reminding us, is best served by (real) 

diversity and inclusion. Fifthly, university professors must keep in mind that there is a political cost to the 

use of jargon. Specialized language may be necessary to convey certain arguments in an economical way. 

But if entire conversations are conducted in inside language, the participants must begin to wonder how this 

will be perceived by a sizeable group of Americans already suspicious of the university’s cultural influence. 

 Republicans have an important part to play as well in the shared task of de-escalation. Since they 

are hardly in any position to change university policy, given their academic marginalization, they shoulder 

less responsibility for the institutional side of the story. The responsibility they have lies rather in the 

therapeutic realm. They must become aware that their panic is caused by a political outlook that is today 

 
877 Greg Lukianoff & Jonathan Haidt, The Coddling of the American Mind: How Good Intentions and Bad 
Ideas Are Setting Up a Generation for Failure (London: Penguin, 2018), Ch. 13. 
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what it has always been: paranoid.878 The future of republican liberty does not depend on admissions and 

hiring policies. Radical Whigs and Dissenters were excluded from Oxford and Cambridge, yet many of them 

migrated to American shores, where their outlook became the public philosophy of the world’s first global 

superpower. The Dissenting academies, moreover, became hotspots for scientific discovery in the 

eighteenth century, while Oxbridge languished in traditionalism. Most American Democrats are neither 

socialist nor atheist, as firebrands like David Horowitz and Newt Gingrich have falsely maintained.879 And 

even if they were, there is no evidence that they are organizing a conspiracy against the people. The 

pendulum of history swings back and forth, without any clear point-of-no-return for any given set of political 

beliefs. Walpole and the Court Whigs succeeded at virtually every level of state modernization. Yet today, 

the UK remains a profoundly conservative country and the envy of many elite Republicans, who openly flirt 

with the label of “Toryism” (precisely like their Old or True Whig ancestors did). Hamilton succeeded in 

founding a national bank to the utmost alarm of the Jeffersonians, yet Andrew Jackson reversed this 

measure in the Bank War of the 1830s. Centuries of unfulfilled nightmares should make Republicans think 

twice before proclaiming the arrival of a new apocalypse. 

  Above all, Republicans must try to formulate which concessions would address their fears. In this 

respect, present-day Republicans fall short of their Old Whig ancestors, who at least had concrete demands. 

The Jeffersonian response to the Alien and Sedition Acts was simple: let us print and speak on an equal 

footing, and we shall see whom the people will believe. William Manning’s proposals for educational reform 

were straightforward. So were the proposals by the Hartlieb Circle in early Stuart England (which included 

John Milton and John Hall). So far, Republican ideologues have been extremely eager to ridicule “leftist” 

education, but less eager to suggest a constructive pathway forward. Should Republicans prove unable to 

formulate what would mitigate their concerns, it is likely that those concerns have departed from the realm 

of reasonable complaint. 

 
878 Cf. Bailyn, Ideological Origins, pp. 144-59; Gordon Wood, “Conspiracy and the paranoid style: causality 
and deceit in the eighteenth-century,” William and Mary Quarterly, Vol. 39, No. 3 (1982), pp. 401-41. 

879 Horowitz, Enemy Within, p. 11; Gingrich, To Save America, Ch. 2. 
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 The great incentive for both sides to work earnestly on these issues is the bleak future that will 

unfold should no reconciliation occur. Without a change in direction, the decline of Republican faith in 

science and learning will only worsen. Instead of the qualified anti-intellectualism of the Whig tradition, which 

still respected the boons of learning, the United States will witness a full-scale assault on the very idea of 

higher education. For the sake of my beloved Europe, and for the sake of the United States, let us try to 

avert that possibility
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