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The American Revolution was a great leap into the unknown. Conflict between Britain and the American colonies crystallized ideas that had long been forming in Western thought, bringing into prominence a political philosophy-liberalism or republicanism- that went back to ancient Greece and Rome and had its first great modern advocate in John Locke. Emphasizing human rights and a contractual society of legal equals, it had already been used to overthrow two English kings. But if the ideas on which the Americans based their revolution were neither new nor untried, the Declaration of Independence launched the most ambitious application of government of, by, and for the people ever attempted. How were the sentiments of the sovereign people to be collected and translated into institutions and policies of government? How might the people protect themselves against future abuses of political power? And could-should-thirteen dissimilar political communities be welded into one?

By 1777, the Americans had written constitutions establishing thirteen small republics significantly more democratic than their colonial predecessors. Subsequently, in 1781, several state legislatures added a weak central government under the Articles of Confederation. Historians have hotly debated what came next during the transition from the Articles of Confederation to a more powerful national administration under a new constitution in 1787. One view, advanced by nineteenth-century historians such as George Bancroft and John Fiske, is that the Constitution of 1787 represented a high point in the history of political thought and saved the country-citizens, states, and federal union-from ruin and chaos. The view was explosively challenged in 1913 by Charles A. Beard, who attempted to show that the Federalists of 1787 were not selfless republican philosophers and patriots but elitists for whom poor business prospects and political instability in the decade after the Declaration of Independence produced deep yearnings for safety and authority.

Unruly Americans and the Origins of the Constitution, by University of Richmond professor Woody Holton, belongs to the Beard school. Going beyond Beard, however, Holton asserts that although the Federalists achieved their primary goals of strengthening the federal government and creating a political system capable of sustaining economic prosperity and a decent order, spokesmen of the common people in state-ratifying conventions forced them to accept as amendments to the primary articles a broad reaffirmation of liberty and equality, the Bill of Rights. If the Constitution is democratic, Holton argues, it is not because the primary Federalist authors were democrats.

Holton is the prize-winning author of another book on "underdogs" of the Revolutionary era, Forced Founders. Like that book, the present work is a serious piece of scholarship based on substantial research. The source notes comprise many pages and are a treasure in themselves. The engaging narrative weaves the personal and political, economic and social aspects of history into a gripping human drama filled with large and permanent implications. The book will doubtless become a standard work.

Yet, there are some problems. The class-based political order, the casting of Federalists and anti-Federalists as elitists and populists, respectively, is too pat. For example, some opponents of the Constitution, far from being associated with underdogs, were members of great families, such as the Masons in Virginia and Winthrops and Gerrys in New England, whose opposition sprang from conservative motives. Moreover, the "evils" that led many Americans to conclude that the American Revolution had, by the mid- 1780s, lost its way-internal tariffs on trade, inflated currencies resulting from emissions of many states, and oppressive state taxes-were real enough, in the last instance leading in 1787 to an extraordinary rebellion of "unruly" farmers against state authorities in Massachusetts. Nor is it clear, today, that the new national government, as Holton argues, was bound to be less responsive to popular pressures than the states' governments.
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