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ABSTRACT

In 1972, looking over the accumulation of the unconventional explication in

American intellectual history, Robert E. Shalhope anticipated that the new
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studies emphasizing the role of republicanism in the political discourse of the
eighteenth century would provide scholars with further insights. In his article,
Shalhope concisely delineates how historians before World War Il were guided
by John Locke and his natural rights philosophy. But from the 1940’s on, a
challenging interpretation was on the rise, and it seemed that the new
perspective took over the precedent’s place. Shalhope named this shift
“republican synthesis,” hoping that it would produce a deeper understanding of
the American Revolution.

Contrary to his expectations, the synthesis hardly engendered a new
paradigm. Instead, it launched a fierce debate among historians about two
guiding principles for interpreting early American history — republican and
liberal. Through recapitulating the debate, I will try to explain the major
differences between the two lines of interpretation.

Unlike the earlier studies, which contended that Locke's ideas dominated the
colonists’ mind, the new research focused on republicanism and civic humanism
rather than Lockean liberalism. According to these republican revisionists,
“republic” meant more than a form of government to the Americans in the
eighteenth century. The revolutionaries adored the ancient republics and
envisioned America as a recreation of them. In order to create and maintain a
republic, people have to be virtuous, disinterested, and civic minded. Republican
revisionists revealed how strohgly and powerfully republicanism directed the
mode of thinking in the early America.

Since the rise of this republican interpretation, the pendulum swung to the
extreme where Locke’s influence was utterly neglected. Here a counteraction
occurred. Some started to reemphasize the Lockean persuasion. These so—called
neoliberal scholars, however, did not intend to reestablish Lockean hegemony.
Rather, their purpose was to rectify their opponent’s unidimensional, idealistic,
and class—free interpretation.

Now, the republican—-liberal dispute has tentatively settled in the middle
ground. Thus allowing an influential scholar to say that the revolutionaries
were “both ‘civic humanists’ and ‘liberals’, though with different emphases at

different times and in different circumstances.” While this statement leaves the
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historical argument ambiguous, recent studies are entering a new stage where
the major historical research concerns what kind of republic the colonists

actually had in mind and tried to create in eighteenth century America.
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